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Abstract
In the past thirty years there have been significant moves by marginalised social and

cultural groups to challenge their subordinate position in society and the assumptions by
dominant groups about their educational and cultural needs. One of the most recent
groups has been those Deaf people who have wanted to dissociate themselves from the
stereotypes and perceptions of deafness as a disability. This group distinguishes itself by
the use of capital '"D" Deaf and presents itself as part of a cultural linguistic minority
with its own culture and language. Identification with this perspective of deafness is
often accompanied by particular preferences towards educating Deaf children in ways
that embrace this cultural perspective. It is this group and a program that has been
developed for the schooling of their children that is the focus of this thesis.
This thesis critically examines issues associated with sign bilingual education through a
case study of one school. Sign bilingual programs present an alternate view in
educational practice that challenges long held notions of deafness as disability. From
this perspective the thesis challenges the medical discourse that has constructed many of
the approaches to the education of the Deaf that are widely practised. It suggests that
sign bilingualism is an alternative that has acceptance with the Deaf Community and
also has a theoretical and pedagogical basis on which to make its claim as a viable
educational alternative. The two main issues driving this approach are cultural and
linguistic. It is assumed that disability is socially constructed and that a first language
approach through a native sign language is a viable although largely untested option.
These positions are in opposition to and challenge long held beliefs and practices that
have focussed on Oral approaches to education for the Deaf based on the language of
the majority culture.
The first part of the thesis examines the literature to demonstrate how medical discourse
has influenced practices and outcomes in Deaf Education for a lengthy period in the
educational history of the Deaf community and has constructed Deaf people as disabled.
The literature that challenges this perception and presents Deaf people as a group with
their own language and culture and set of aspirations both educationally and as a
community is also examined, as are the educational programs that present themselves as
6

being inclusive of Deaf culture. From the literature a set of principles or tenets that
emerge as the central principles of sign bilingual programs have been established.
The second part of the thesis is a case study of one school that purports to follow a
culturally inclusive education for the Deaf. The policy and practice of the school is
examined in the light of the principles or tenets describing best practice in the area of
sign bilingual education for the Deaf. The issues and challenges facing the school as it
attempts to put in place a sign bilingual program are presented and discussed.
Evidence from the study shows that sign bilingual programs for the Deaf have seldom
been implemented under circumstances where all of the conditions for the program to
be successful have been in place.
Recommendations from the study suggest that for a sign bilingual program to be
successfully implemented the greatest possible number of principles or tenets described
in the literature should be in place at the commencement of the program. Issues
impacting on sign bilingual programs include, among others the relationship between
the native sign language and the spoken/dominant language of the surrounding culture
and also the tensions students face between participation in the hearing community and
developing a strong Deaf identity with Auslan as the first language.
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Chapter One: Towards a Culturally Inclusive Education for the Deaf
The past thirty years has seen a groundswell of movements of people who have seen
themselves as disadvantaged or discriminated against by the wider society. These
movements have included the Civil Rights Movement, the Women's Movement, Gay
Liberation and more recently a political movement by people with disabilities. New
voices are being raised that once were mute at the margins of society, education and
other community institutions. These voices have challenged educational and cultural
assumptions about the needs of minorities. One of the "new voices" has been that of
Deaf people who have wanted to dissociate themselves from the stereotypes and
perceptions of deafness as a disability. This group distinguishes itself by the use of
capital D Deaf and presents itself as part of a cultural-linguistic minority with its own
culture and sign language. Throughout this thesis people who identify with deafness as
culture are represented with a capital "D" whereas the more generic term "deaf' is used
to describe people with deafness who do not necessarily associate with the Deaf
community.
However, not all deaf people use sign language, and deafness as a condition affects a
wide spectrum of individuals and their individual responses to their deafness are equally
diverse. Some individuals find the impact of deafness devastating and would see
themselves as handicapped by their deafness. Other deaf people attempt to come to
terms with their deafness by livin'g a life integrated into· the hearing community. While
not all people affected by deafness would adopt or even agree with a cultural
perspective of deafness, it is the group that identifies culturally and linguistically with
deafness that is the focus of this thesis.
Studies in the areas of women, ethnic and religious minorities, indigenous peoples and
migrants have raised questions about the lack of neutrality of curriculum content and the
cultural assumptions and economic consequences for these groups. In a similar way for
many Deaf people who ascribe to a cultural notion of deafness, the eclipse of
"handicap" is an important and empowering discourse. To be able to define oneself as
part of a cultural and linguistic community is arguably more empowering than the
"personal tragedy model of disability" (Oliver 1990) that has so often been the
discourse applied to Deaf people. Hughes and Paterson (1997) claim that
8

poststructuralism may be a useful way to create a theory of impairment without using a
medical frame of reference. They claim that medicine has been the sole arbiter of the
language of impairment through its power to name bodily dysfunctions. In essence, the
poststructuralist view does not hold impairment as a biological fact but as a discursive
product, that is, that human subjects are constructed as "disadvantaged," "delinquent,"
"at risk" and so on, as a result of contemporary educational, psychological economic
and sociological discourses (Marshall 1990). This thesis challenges notions of deafness
as disability for a particular group of Deaf people and argues that Deaf people have
been subjected to description as a disabled group and these descriptions are largely the
result of the strength and currency of the medical discourse. It does, however, recognise
that deafness for many people particularly the elderly who have become deafened may
be seen as a disability.
The Deaf community described in this thesis is viewed from the position of adopting a
new identity, that of a cultural linguistic minority. This position is challenging to many
long held perceptions of deafness. Its identity is emergent, complex and problematic.
This group of Deaf people do not regard deafness as a disability and celebrate the birth
of a Deaf child as a new and welcome member of their community. This group is
politically active in seeking services such as captions on television and movies and the
provision of interpreting services to enhance their access to education and information.
However, the Deaf community is not homogeneous but diverse and holds viewpoints
across the spectrum.
As is the case with many other minority political movements, one of the unifying
factors of the Deaf Community for members who portray themselves in this way, is the
belief that education for the Deaf is best provided in segregated school settings, with
Deaf personnel on the teaching staff. In addition this group advocates educational
practices that recognise the language of the Deaf Community and incorporate aspects of
the community into the life and curriculum of the school (Johnson, Liddell & Erting
1989). Central to this educational movement is the widely voiced opinion that education
for the Deaf in the past has not served the Deaf well in terms of creating literate and
successful individuals who are able to move confidently in the wider society.
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In the case of the Deaf community, this phenomenon appears to have gained support
wherever there are groups of Deaf people across the globe. Sign bilingual educational
programs have sprung up in Europe, the United States, Britain and Australia. These sign
bilingual programs all include reference to Deaf Culture or Deaf Studies as an essential
part of the educational program offered. These programs are now referred to as sign
bilingual programs to distinguish them from programs that are bilingual, using two
spoken languages in contrast to a signed and a spoken language. Support for these
programs comes not only from the Deaf Community but also from many researchers
working in the area of Deaf Education and from parents of Deaf children. The two main
issues driving this approach are cultural and linguistic, it is assumed that disability is
socially constructed and that a first language approach to educating deaf students is a
viable and largely untested option. These two assumptions have become intermeshed as
the stakeholders often subscribe to one or a combination of these positions. These
positions are in opposition to and.challenge positions held in the past. Deaf people argue
that education in the past was dominated by Oral approaches. The decision at The
Congress of Milan in 1880 where Oralism was embraced as the only legitimate way to
instruct deaf children has had far reaching effects. More recently Signed English or
Total Communication approaches, which gained acceptance in the 1970s and 1980s,
have still not recognised the legitimacy of sign languages as both an educational and
cultural phenomenon. Certainly cultural inclusiveness and access to the curriculum
through linguistic means have been issues driving sign bilingual programs.
Central to an understanding of this thesis is an appreciation of how discourses
representing various beliefs and value systems have shaped the education and lives of
deaf people in the past and how new discourses are arising to challenge the old. An
understanding of these beliefs and values becomes a starting point for questioning and
reframing many of the persistent and unresolved questions in Deaf Education. The
rationale for this thesis rests on the assumption that the Deaf community is marginalised
in terms of educational programs that represent the values and attitudes of that
community and that the Deaf Community wants access to education that is culturally
inclusive. The Thomas Pattison School, in Sydney, Australia which is the subject of a
case study in this thesis, is an educational program that seeks to promote Deaf culture
and the values and attitudes of the Deaf community as an educational alternative. How
10

the school incorporates into the curriculum values and attitudes that affirm the identity
of the Australian Deaf community is one area of investigation of the study.
An educational program that follows a sign bilingual approach presents educators with
new challenges not simple solutions to the persisting dilemmas of Deaf education. A
sign bilingual education implies participation in two cultures with their attendant
langu.ages. This thesis will demonstrate that to have a Deaf identity and a capacity to
participate in a hearing world are two aspects of empowerment that are not easily
realised in the individual. The conflict between and the pull of either culture are often
difficult for the individual to reconcile, as is the learning of two languages that have
very different positions of power and acceptance within the wider community.

Meeting the challenge
In responding to the challenge of providing a culturally inclusive education for the Deaf,

the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children established a sign bilingual pre-school
and subsequently a primary school and then a high school developed.
The school was established after considerable discussion and negotiation with the Deaf
community to provide a culturally sensitive and inclusive educational program. In the
initial stages of establishing the program, meetings with the Deaf community were held
to discover what the Deaf community saw as important and valuable. In addition, senior
executive staff from the Institute visited other programs around the world and the
literature was examined for "best practice" models of sign bilingual programs. This is
described in more detail in a later chapter of the thesis.
I was appointed principal of the school in 1994 when the second class was established
and the second teacher employed. As a participant in the early stages of the
establishment of the program as well as the program's growth and development, I saw
an opportunity to research, and describe a unique educational program, that is, a
program that was designed to meet the educational aspirations of a specific group of
people with a particular orientation to their deafness and a program that was different
from and challenged long-established and often unquestioned practices. Through
discussion with the staff involved and the parent group I realised that there were a
number of questions that were foremost in the minds of the teachers in terms of the
11

school's educational program and the form it would take as it developed. In the early
days of the program, the staff would frequently stay after school to discuss things they
had observed and discovered throughout the school day. Considerable discussion
centred around the pedagogical approach and the interplay of the two languages and
cultures. From this formative period and from issues related to sign bilingual education
in the literature the questions for this thesis were developed to shape the research.
There are two parts to this study. In part one the literature is analysed to discover the
essential characteristics of culturally inclusive educational programs for the Deaf.
The first part of the study is guided by the following research questions.
•

What is a culturally inclusive education for the Deaf?

•

What are the essential characteristics of culturally inclusive educational programs
for the Deaf?

•

How might the culturally inclusive elements of the curriculum be presented in terms
of its delivery and the pedagogy?

The second part of the study examines in detail the daily practices of the Thomas
Pattison School in the light of the principal characteristics of a culturally inclusive
education for the Deaf identified in the first part of the study.
The specific questions which guide this second part are as follows:
•

Does the Thomas Pattison School program as one instance of a curriculum designed
explicitly to be more culturally inclusive, meet the criteria arising out of the first
phase of the study?

•

As an avowed instance of a culturally inclusive education how does the Thomas
Pattison program through its day to day practices demonstrate evidences of meeting
the needs of students, parents and the Deaf community?

•

What can be learned from the experiences of Thomas Pattison School in relation to
the possibilities and problems associated with sign bilingual programs?
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Outline of the thesis
Chapters Two to Five form the first part of the thesis and are concerned with
establishing the background and context of the study. Chapter Two of this thesis
examines and critiques the literature to demonstrate how deafness has been constructed
in the past and largely continues to be described under a medico-pathological discourse
as "disability." Chapter Two also explores the response of a community of Deaf people
to the medical construct of deafness as disability. Examples of inclusive cultures where
deafness was not seen as a disability and where the wider community communicated in
sign language are discussed. These inclusive cultures indicate that the response to
deafness has not always been to see it as a disability. In contrast to these societies the
politicisation of deafness in urbanised, industrialised societies where Deaf people have
formed solidarity groups is explored. Such groups have been formed to access the social
and economic benefits of the wider society. The question "How is the Deaf community
constructing itself in cultural and linguistic terms?" is addressed in this chapter.
Chapter Three describes the methodology of the thesis. The first phase includes a
critical analysis of the issues relating to the emergence of the Deaf Community and its
presentation of itself as a cultural-linguistic minority. This is accomplished through an
examination of the literature, policy documents, newsletters and the like to see how the
developing debate in relation to sign bilingual programs has emerged. In addition the
views of key stakeholders, parents of both

~eaf

and hearing children in the sign

bilingual program, teachers/administrators and Deaf community members have been
drawn on through interviews. These primary and secondary sources were analysed to
develop a set of criteria emerging from the literature as "best practice" in bilingual
education for Deaf students. The second part of the study examines the practices of The
Thomas Pattison School a sign bilingual program for Deaf and CODA (Children of
Deaf Adults) students in the light of the criteria emerging from phase one of the study.
The methodology used was a participant ethnography. As the researcher I was also
Principal of the school.
Chapter Four sets out to examine programs that traditionally take an English language
or monolingual approach to the education of deaf students where speech, audition and
the acquisition of the English language are the main preoccupation of these programs
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despite the different modes of delivery that may be adopted. The powerful discourse of
the majority hearing culture and its influence on practices in Deaf Education and the
educational outcomes for Deaf students are put under scrutiny.
Chapter Five examines the literature and current practice in programs claiming to be
culturally inclusive, to determine current thinking in academic, educational circles and
establish commonly held criteria that describe a culturally inclusive education for the
Deaf.
Part two of the thesis is a case study that looks specifically at the Thomas Pattison
School as a specific example of a sign bilingual program. Chapter Six examines the
historical context of The Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children. The early days of
the Institution are described and contrasted with the establishment of the sign bilingual
program. The development of the model at Thomas Pattison by Institute personnel and
the involvement of the Deaf community in negotiating the form it would take are
described.
Chapters Seven and Eight analyse the issues relating to the Deaf Community's
reconstruction as a cultural-linguistic minority and how these are reflected in the daily
life of that school. Concurrently with the socio-cultural issues the educational practices
implied in the adoption and support of this perspective of deafness is also be examined.
Chapter Nine comprises the discussion based on the findings of the Thomas Pattison
School experience and makes comparisons with the criteria for bilingual programs
emerging from the literature. In it are described the issues emerging from the thesis that
continue to impact on the school and the implications for administrators and policy
makers that may be drawn for the theoretical approach known as sign bilingual
education for the Deaf.
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Chapter Two: Constructing minority deaf culture
This chapter traces the shift in the perspective of some members of the Deaf community
from viewing themselves as disabled to a position of claiming an identity as part of a
cultural and linguistic minority community. This view challenges the medical construct
of disability and presents Deaf people instead in socio-cultural terms, a shift that is
intended to be empowering and liberating in its implications as it seeks to describe that
group's identity in its own terms.
Influenced by the U.S. Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s and 1970s, recent decades
have seen debate on the disability issue become one between a medical and welfare
focus and an anti-discrimination legislation and cultural representation approach. The
academic and social debate has now developed the concept of the social construction of
disability as a new way of viewing disability (Shakespeare 1993). Proponents of this
position argue that society is responsible for "handicapping" the individual by
restricting participation through marginalizing practices such as the physical barriers
like inaccessible buildings that society places on participation and the institutional
practices of treating people with disabilities as different and setting them apart from
society. The assumption that disability is socially constructed allows the questioning of
prevailing practices and cultural assumptions in approaches to pedagogy. This then
challenges not only social attitudes but pedagogical . practices in relation to these
minority groups under question.
The phenomenon of disabled people as developing solidarity and a "culture of
disability" where they gain a sense of positive identification from belonging to a group
with similar disabilities has been described in the literature. For example, Hallahan and
Kauffman have described the ways which recovering alcoholics gain support from each
other through regular meetings (Hallahan and Kauffman 1994). The description of Deaf
people as a cultural linguistic minority group (Padden and Humphries 1988, Stakoe,
Casterline and Croneberg 1965) has appeared in the literature for at least the past
decade. Increasingly, people with disabilities point to their abilities and positive aspects
of belonging to a defined group. Deaf and blind people have taken exception to terms
such as hearing-impaired and visually challenged and prefer instead to reappropriate the
15

labels of Deaf and Blind (Hallahan and Kauffman 1994), preferring these terms because
they do not attempt to sanitise their deafness or blindness. These terms are viewed as
straightforward and acceptable compared to attempts to be "politically correct" by those
who are attempting to be well meaning. Hallahan and Kauffman ( 1994) argue for the
positive value in the congregation of groups such as senior citizens, veterans of foreign
wars, alcoholics under treatment and support groups for parents of children with various
disabilities. They suggest that individuals with similar characteristics may gain a sense
of "esprit de corps" by congregating with others of similar disability and hence a
"culture of disability" is emerging as an alternative depiction to the dominant social
labels that serve to patronise and marginalise.
In a similar way, Deaf people identifying with a socio-cultural notion of deafness have

challenged notions of the disabling experience of deafness and are replacing them with
a more positive image. This includes images of Deaf culture with its own theatre, sign
poetry and sign singing. Deaf sporting groups and events including the Deaf World
Games features significantly in the Deaf calendar as does the Deaf Way conference that
takes place every three years. Deaf people as part of the so-called disabled community
are beginning to challenge the structures entrenched in social and educational practices
that have constructed them as being disabled. This chapter will demonstrate that the
Deaf are creating a new discourse that presents them as a group with an identity that
casts off the disabled image and presents a different image, that of a cultural linguistic
minority.
Disabling Discourses
Over a significant period of time, from the mid nineteenth century to the present,
various discourses have described deafness from a number of perspectives. The
prevalent medical discourse describes deaf people from a pathological viewpoint. In
addition, psychologists have described deafness in terms of personality deficit while
educators utilising intelligence tests have ascribed to a perspective that held deaf people
far below hearing people in cognitive ability.
Medical Discourse
The social constructionist position continues to struggle against a powerful medical
discourse that wants to construct disability as intrinsically deficient. Chadwick (1995)
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has suggested that the medical discourse has been so powerful that describing disability
in terms of physiological and neurological causes prevented the discussion of disability
in any other terms. The result of this, according to Chadwick, has been that modem
society in contrast to society of the past has developed without taking account of the
different needs of people with disabilities and hence has not taken into account their real
requirements. This discourse has become reinforced by the power of the institutions that
control the lives of disabled people.
Chadwick, drawing on the work of Foucault, claims that power/knowledge can shape
the way individuals see themselves and that individuals can come to view their social
position as a function of their disability due to the strength of the medical model in
shaping that perception. ( Foucault, 1980) She describes a chain of economic and
historic events that have led to circumstances where the medical profession has
developed a discourse of disability, which in turn has led to the creation of an actual
social disability. In feudal times, Chadwick argues, there was a place for every
individual in the community. Each person had a productive role even if that role was
limited by a disability. With the advent of industrialisation many of the tasks, even for
able-bodied people, were taken over by machinery. As a consequence, the person with a
disability became more marginalised and excluded. Chadwick argues society has over
time come to devalue the person with a physical disability so that the surrounding
society now constructs disability in a social as well as physical sense. Chadwick claims
that the central involvement of the medical profession in the determination of disability
throughout the life cycle of human beings commences with the foetus and carries
through to the death of the aged through disability or otherwise is all pervasive. A
plethora. of professions working in the "disability" field, including psychologists,
physiotherapists, occupational therapists, health care workers, nurses and even teachers,
form a hierarchy dominated by doctors. The professional practice of all these groups is
dominated by a medical discourse.
The Deaf are one of many groups who have traditionally been silenced by being
represented as a "deficient" group by medical discourse. Fine (1987, p.157) has
described the ways in which the dominant discourse prevents other discourses as
"silencing." She claims that "silencing" constitutes the process by which contradictory
evidence, ideologies and experiences find themselves buried, camouflaged and
17

discredited. This has been the experience of many Deaf people in that they have been
expected to adopt the language, culture and values of the dominant hearing society and
their own experiences have been denigrated and devalued.
An example of this is the lack of recognition of the legitimacy of sign language as the
language of Deaf people. In the past this has led to a situation where the Deaf were also
represented as "language disabled," even though they may have been fluent and
cultured in a sign language. And indeed a lack of access to the majority spoken
language has led to a lack of power in relations with the hearing community. Because
Deaf people have had no voice due to their lack of ability with the majority language,
descriptions of deafness and myths about sign language and its inferior status to English
have been perpetuated. Wilcox (1987, p.171) has described this as the 'culture of
silence.' This does not refer to Deaf people's inability to hear or use speech but to the
effect of this - not being heard by the hearing community.
To be voiceless in a society is to be powerless. Literacy skills can be
emancipatory only to the degree that they give people the critical tools to
awaken them from their often mystified and distorted view of the world.
(Giroux 1983, cited in Wilcox 1987, p.171)
Reynolds and Titus ( 1990) claim that the administration and policies of most
educational programs for the Deaf have been based on the medico-pathological view of
deafness. They describe the terminology used in education of Deaf students as being full
of the language of disability. Terms such as "language disordered," "hearing-impaired"
and "habilitation" all focus on negative and deficit aspects of deafness and present
deafness as a condition to be remediated. Media representations of cochlear implants
overcoming the "disability" of deafness is a another frequent and recurring theme that
presents deafness as a condition to be eliminated once technology is refined to the point
where this is seen as achievable (and desirable by some). This issue, relating
specifically to the impact of cochlear implants is examined in Chapter Four.
The pervasiveness of the medico-pathological discourse can be seen in the examples
provided in a position paper by Reynolds and Titus ( 1990) of how Deaf people have
been disempowered even in schools for the Deaf where sign language was used as the
method of instruction. They describe how Deaf teachers in some schools were
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marginalised by their assignment to classes of less able students or students with other
significant disabilities, rather than to classes which contained deaf students without
additional disabilities. The message that was given to Deaf people was that it is much
better to be hearing and that Deaf people are not fit role models for Deaf children. Other
examples are given in their paper of meetings held in English or Total Communication
and the language of the Deaf (even when signed) was not presented as a discrete natural
language but was mapped onto the language of the dominant group. While it appeared
that the presence of Deaf people was acknowledged by using signing in meetings this
signing continued to be English based and not the language of the Deaf community.
Reynolds and Titus ( 1990) also provide the example of a school for the Deaf having an
auditory only public address system installed as part of a renovation process. Choices
made in relation to language demonstrate how once again Deaf people are made
dependent on hearing people for information. This fosters an attitude of paternalism and
reduces the capability of Deaf people to direct their own lives and behaviours.
Dividing Practices

Interacting with the medical discourse is the educational practice of placing students in
special classes and schools on the basis of testing, profiling and streaming. During the
late 1960s and 1970s these practices were challenged by the Civil Rights Movement
because of the disproportionate numbers of Black children placed in classes for the
educable mentally retarded. In the United States, Public Law 94-142 mandated the
inclusion of such students in, the "least restrictive environment."
During this period an important article by Dunn (1968) seriously questioned the
placement of students in special classes on the basis of culturally biased IQ testing that
indicated they were educable mentally retarded. Dunn's research led to the recognition
that the combination of race, culturally biased IQ testing and poverty had led to over
representation of minority children in special classes. Dunn points to the "Anglocentric"
nature of schools in America and the influence of a pathological model in identifying
and determining school placements for minority children as educable mentally retarded.
In 1970 another significant work of the period by Deno (1970) also criticised the

educational establishment's preoccupation with a pathological model, its preoccupation
with labelling and its emphasis on the defect as residing in the child to describe and
place students in special education classes. MacMillan, Semmel and Gerber ( 1994)
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assert that the 1960s was a watershed that challenged psychologists and educators to
shift from a predominant view that heredity was the dominant force in determining
school performance to a view that the environment was powerful in effecting the
development of intelligence. These important papers provided a context that allowed for
the development and different interpretation of the life experiences of minority groups.
It was within such a milieu that notions of deafness as culture were able to emerge.
However, new mainstream discourses continued to work to marginalise the Deaf
community and other minority groups.
In addition to the Civil Rights Movement of the day, the 1960s and 1970s was also the

period when a discourse that blended a medical and a cultural deprivation perspective
emerged. According to Ball ( 1990), this constructed a pathological image of the lower
working class family as deficient and culturally deprived. Teachers and schools were
excused when children from culturally diverse backgrounds did not experience success
in school. Their lack of progress was explained by factors outside the teachers' and the
schools' control, that is, their cultural deprivation. This discourse had the pseudoscientific vocabulary to justify the differences between social classes and races and to
explain intellectual differences

and differences in performance.

While more

sophisticated in its approach than the earlier paternalistic view that portrayed native
peoples and those with disabilities as naive or childlike with incompletely formed
personalities (Lane 1988b), this type of discourse still continued to place the minority
cultural group in a position of powerlessness and did nothing to create new
opportunities for minority groups. Drawing on the work of Foucault, Ball ( 1990)
describes what he has called "dividing practices," which served to differentiate the
"normal " from the "subnormal."
The use of testing, examining, profiling and streaming in education, the
use of entry criteria for different types of schooling are all examples of
such "dividing practices." In these ways, using these techniques and
forms of organisation, and the creation of separate and different
curricula, pedagogies, forms of teacher-student relationships, identities
and subjectivities are formed, learned and carried. Through the creation
of remedial and advanced groups and the separation of the educationally
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subnormal or those with special education needs, abilities are
stigmatised and normalised. (Ball 1990, p.4)
In the context of special education, Troyna and Vincent ( 1995) have described the
dominant discourse at this time as being one where the deficiency is defined as being
resident in the individual. Professionals adopting an attitude of benevolent
humanitarianism must then intervene by providing an educational setting and a
curriculum, which is aimed at "normalising" the child as far as possible. This position
remained dominant despite reports such as the Inner London Education Authority's
(ILEA) Fish Report on Educational Opportunities for All (1985). Oliver (1988) in a
discussion of the Fish Report, describes the Report's stance as viewing special needs not
from a deficit standpoint but as a social creation. This is illustrated by reference to
Oliver's interpretation of the effect of the Warnock Report.
Society disables people with impairments by the way it responds to
those impairments ... social constructivist definitions which underpin
the Warnock report ... clearly represent a significant shift towards a
view of special needs as a social creation. (Oliver 1988, p.17)
Troyna and Vincent (1995) claim that critiques of special education' s preoccupation
with pathological interpretations of disability have had little impact on policy and
practice. They claim that the political activism of disabled people in Britain has been
hampered because advocates for the disabled have largely been charities with limited
political powers and led by the non-disabled. They contrast this with the Black and the
women's movement and argue that because special education operates within an
institutional context those with the power base are impervious to change and as a
consequence the discourse of paternalism and protection continue to dominate. Troyna
and Vincent summarise their argument by stating that despite historical and strategic
differences in the discourses of racial equality and special education, they both
crystallise around the "distributive model" of social justice; that is, an increase or
reallocation of resources. The effect of this does not result in any shift of the power base
to these groups or give greater autonomy to these groups in collaboration in educational
planning or determining the curriculum.
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The deaf as an inferior people to be reclaimed
In the Australian context attitudes, which reflected a view of the Deaf as an inferior

group, were well formed by the mid-nineteenth century.
This is can be seen in some of the earliest written references to the Deaf in Australia in
the Annual Reports of the Royal New South Wales Institution for the Deaf and Dumb
(now known as The Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children).
In 1861 the Reverend Dr. Lang, one of the Directors at the Annual General Meeting
described the pupils who had now been attending the Institution for some two years.
The change that was effected in these unhappy children who had been
visited by Divine Providence with this calamity in the deprivation of the
sense of hearing, in the course of a very few months was something like
life from the very dead. In their isolated condition, without instruction,
without the power of communicating with their fellow men--- they were
little advanced in position above the beasts that perished. (Second
Annual Report 1861, p.8)
At the same meeting the Reverend George King extolled the virtues of the Institution
and claimed that it was Christianity that was the originator of "asylums" for the relief of
suffering humanity. He claimed that the great civilisations of Egypt, Assyria, Greece
and Rome did nothing to alleviate the suffering poor amongst them. He went on to say:
The deaf and dumb in their natural state are absolutely without religion.
The deaf and dumb have no moral and religious perceptions in their
natural state. But bring them for a brief season under the exercise of
such an Institution as this and the moral and religious perceptions
awakened from their long lethargy begin gradually to assert their
supremacy over the entire man. (Second Annual Report 1861, p.11)
This view is in keeping with the thinking of this period that held that the promotion of
moral development and spiritual regeneration of the Deaf should be a central tenet of
their education (Peet, 1870). Deaf people were described by another writer of the period
as "little affected by the restraining influences, moral, social and religious which exert
so much power over others" (Stone 1859,p.133 cited in Peet 1870).
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In a similar vein the Reverend George Hurst reportedly said of deaf children at the

Institution for the Deaf and Dumb in New South Wales:
. . . if such children had the benefit of good instruction at the hands of
kind and considerate teachers they did not suffer from their affliction so
much as might be supposed. He (George Hurst) had known some who
Were quite as intelligent as other children. The charitable institutions of
this colony were an honour to the community, but he had always felt
until the Deaf and Dumb Institution had been founded there had still
been something to disiderate (sic) (Second Annual Report 1861, p.12).
The Reverend Hurst can be seen as being somewhat more generous than others of his
day in that he recognised the intelligence of deaf children in contrast to Dr Lang who
saw them as not much above beasts. It can also be seen from these remarks that there
was a measure of self-satisfaction found by those associated with the Institution as they
felt this type of work enhanced their own humanity. The self-congratulatory remarks
represent the Institution and those who support it as rescuers of the deaf from religious
damnation and social and moral degeneracy. Peet (1872 in Harry and Deitz, 1985)
claims that early practitioners had a tendency to exaggerate the condition of the deaf to
make a stronger appeal to public sympathy. This view is supported by Winzer (1997),
who claims that education for the deaf in the second half of the ninteenth century,
although presented in an educational context, was really wholly within the context of
public charity. Winzer says that education for the deaf was neither universal nor lengthy
and was of only four to six years duration at the most.
The portrayal of deafness as deficiency continues as a theme through the literature into
I

the 1900s. For instance, in a paper presented at the Australian Association of Teachers
of the Deaf in 1965 by two Catholic sisters called "Educating the Whole Child"
describes the "ideal" curriculum to be taught in schools for the deaf (Heffernan and Hall
1965). The paper refers to the educational retardation of the deaf and their tendency to
be rigid in their thinking. This they suggest could be overcome by a broad cultural
education. The paper refers to the social immaturity of the deaf and the need for their
aggressive tendencies to be redirected. Because of their impulsive behaviours, as part of
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their personality development Heffernan and Hall recommended that deaf children be
taught to deny themselves immediate pleasures for later rewards.
The supreme example of waiting for a reward can be inculcated in our
religious teaching for the full reward of a virtuous and noble life comes
only in Eternity (p.42).
This was best done in the context of religion to provide the deaf with a complete system
of moral values .
. . . surely our deaf pupils more than others need these 'guiding lights'
and 'motive forces' because of the confusion of mind, frustration of will
and conflict of emotions which often accompany deafness. They look to
us their teachers for guidance (p.42).
Reflecting language that was used a century prior by the superintendents of the Royal
Institution for Deaf and Dumb, Heffernan and Hall appear not to have changed in their
thinking from the paternalistic almost missionary fervour with which the deaf were
regarded then.
Heffernan and Hall refer to "taste" as the full fruit of the process of education. They
claim "the cultivation of good taste is an aspect of education which needs more than
usual emphasis with the deaf' (p.43). Heffernan and Hall extol the virtues of music and
art

appreciation for the deaf and approve of drawing lessons for the children because

their drawings were so free of sophistication. However, they condemned the things that
deaf children appeared to find attractive " ... but the things they admire are atrocious
because they are exposed to so much that is gaudy and sentimental." (p.43)
Heffernan and Hall conclude that the "whole child" needs to be exposed to ballet as an
essential subject to allow for the development of thought at the abstract level. In the
deaf they claim, the development of thought at the symbolic level tends to break down.
As an illustration of the benefits of exposure to ballet Heffernan and Hall offer the
following:
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The beauty of religious truths has been exquisitely portrayed in our deaf
pupils ballet mime "The Parable of the Ten Virgins" and in their
interpretation of the Good Shepherd psalm (p.45).
In another example of presenting the Deaf as inferior, in a group discussion the

following comments were reported in the proceedings of The Ninth Triennial
Conference of Teachers of the Deaf held in Hobart, Tasmania in 1965. Participants in
the discussion were teachers of the deaf from various Australian States.
The Deaf child has an added propensity towards selfishness and egoism
above that of his hearing counterpart (p.105).
There is a lack of initiative even amongst the most intelligent deaf
people (p.105).
It is well to bear in mind that ultimately the "optimum" deaf character
may differ considerably from that of his hearing counterpart (p.105).
Deaf children seem to have an even greater need for a pet of their own
than do other children. (p.108)
Tests by a number of research groups have all shown the deaf to have
emotional immaturity,

personal constriction, deficient emotional

stability and retarded academic levels. (p.109)
This domination by adult authority also blends into another trait: that of
lacking the formation of close friendships and therefore social group
relationships. (p.109)
Lack of foresight seems a general trait which is characteristic of the deaf
even in after school life (p.111 ).
Reynolds (1965) in a paper on "The Deaf and Marriage," while coming short of actually
recommending that the deaf not marry other deaf he suggests.
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However, I believe it is our responsibility as teachers to point out to the
deaf children the dangers of intermarriage in certain circumstances, e.g.
the marriage of two deaf people where one or both suffer from biologic
congenital deafness (p.119).
The only recorded comment in this discussion, which challenged the majority
perspective of deafness as deficiency, was one identifying the behaviour of the deaf as
those one would expect from any cultural group.
They (the deaf) prefer to have social contact with deaf people in the
same way as any group with a different language does in our
community. They are perhaps inclined to carry on their social activities
through the club, rather than in their own homes (p.118).
Psycho-social constructions of deafness

Psycho-social discourse would characterise Deaf people as deficient because from the
psycho-social perspective deafness would be seen as limiting communication and hence
social experiences and as a result the potential for the individual to be seen as balanced
and well developed in all facets of personality.
In the deafness area the chief proponent of a psycho-social perspective of deafness was

Myklebust (1964) who in his Psychology of Deafness wrote:
A sensory deprivation limits the world of experience. It deprives the
organism of some of the material resources from which the mind
develops. Because total experience is reduced, there is an imposition on
the balance and equilibrium of all psychological processes (p.1 ).
Myklebust regarded language as central to personality development. Myklebust,
however, was preoccupied with oral and written language and therefore a deficiency
view of the language and personality development of deaf people is apparent in
Myklebust's own words:
There is an assumption that deafness alters experience, that it causes an
imposition on monitoring and that it forces detachment and isolation.
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Furthermore, language is viewed as a significant factor in the
development of personal-social contacts and interaction. Language is
assumed to be the primary means whereby experience is internalised,
crystallised and structured. Hence, when language is limited, there might
be a reciprocal restriction in ability to integrate experience; the
personality might be less structured, more immature, less subtle and
more sensorimotor in character. ( 1964, p .118-119).
Myklebust did recognise, however, that when verbal factors in cognitive and intellectual
tasks were controlled the differences between deaf and hearing people were qualitative
rather than quantitative. On the other hand, he also concluded that the cognitive abilities
of deaf people are more concrete and less abstract than those of hearing people.
Myklebust's was not the only position within the psycho-social perspective of deafness.
Furth ( 1966) rejected the division of deaf and hearing people based on cognitive
abilities. Coming from an essentially Piagetian position, Furth believed and
demonstrated that the nonverbal cognitive abilities of the deaf and hearing are
essentially the same. While he demonstrated that deaf children could solve the same
sorts of concrete logical problems as hearing children, the deaf often did so at an older
age. Furth suggested that this was due to an experiential deficit with the deaf, not an
inherent aspect of being deaf. In more recent work Wood ( 1991) has suggested that this
delay in performance may be blamed on the strategies used by adults '!-nd may signal a
communication difficulty on the adult's part.
It is unlikely that views like those expressed by Myklebust still have a great deal of
currency today. If nothing else there is as there is greater sensitivity to language used in
connection with people with disabilities. However, views like those expressed by
Myklebust although dated serve to show an unbroken chain in the type of language used
to describe Deaf people. While the language is more sophisticated than that used by the
early administrators of institutions, it is still language that positions the Deaf person as
being less powerful especially in the areas of personality and social experiences. Even
the views of Furth while essentially positive towards the Deaf still present them as
lacking those experiences that lead to success in tests. These tests also do not measure
the outcomes of experiences that arise from interaction in a Deaf community.
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The Deaf as antisocial
Apart from patronising views of deaf people in the literature from the mid-nineteenth

century and the 1960s, there are also references that regard the deaf as antisocial,
criminal and even insane. Harry and Deitz ( 1985) in a paper discussing deafness and its
relationship to criminality cite examples in the nineteenth century where an accused
deaf person because of his inability to read and write was found to be insane. The law
could find no other provision for dealing with his case. Harry and Deitz cite other
examples where the
deaf-mute is, in presumption of law, an idiot, not punishable for his acts
until it is shown that he is endowed with sufficient intelligence to enable
him to discriminate between right and wrong and the burden of showing
this is upon those who prosecute him. (Peet 1872 p.86 quoted in Harry
and Deitz 1985)
Harry and Deitz (1985) quote two other sources, one from 1943 and another from 1979,
both describing the deaf as being more inclined to passionate anger, crimes of violence
and even sex delinquency. This indicates that views prevalent in the nineteenth century
still had some currency in more recent times. While Harry and Deitz ( 1985) conclude
that there is no evidence to link prelingual deafness to criminality, they say that the
prelingually deaf are over-represented in civil and security mental hospitals. This may
indicate that decisions on their placement may still be based on the inability of
authorities who make these decisions to correctly communicate with the Deaf person,
resulting in an inappropriate placement. Alternately, it may indicate that mental health
services to assist Deaf people. Lane ( l 988b) refers to an article in an American
psychiatric publication dated 1985, which reads, "Profound deafness that occurs prior to
the acquisition of verbal language is socially and psychiatrically devastating" (p 255).
The reality is that the literature presents deafness even in contemporary times under the
construct of the deficit model. Even though current terminology shows greater
awareness and perhaps more sensitivity, a term like "hearing-impaired" is still
objectionable to many Deaf people and still emphasises "impairment." Based on such
assumptions Deaf people have been disempowered in decision making related to their
social and educational wellbeing. Professionals working with the Deaf have typically
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taken a "welfare" stance towards their Deaf clients and educators have devised
programs that, regardless of whether they take an Oral or Total Communication
position, are still "remedial" in nature, regarding the Deaf person as a user of substandard or deviant language.
This position is also in evidence m the texts used in university courses that train
teachers of the deaf. For example, a recent study by Hoffmeister (1996) examined the
chapters addressing deafness in thirteen special education textbooks in use by twenty
departments of special education across the United States. Hoffmeister demonstrated
that despite the availability of an alternate discourse university texts are still bound by
the dominance of the language of medical discourse. Of thirteen chapters relating to
deafness he reviewed, only one used the word "deaf' in the chapter title. The majority
(nine) used the term "hearing impairment." The terms "hearing handicaps" and "hearing
disorders" were also used. Where the term "deaf' was used in the text of the chapters it
was never used in reference to group identity. Hoffmeister also discovered that none of
the texts examined refer to the fact that Deaf people do not use the term "hearingimpaired" to refer to themselves. He cites this as an example of the way the medical and
educational establishment coin a term without consulting the community they are
describing. Hoffmeister also points to the preoccupation of the texts with "how the ear
works" and with prelingual and postlingual deafness. He claims that the notion of
prelingual deafness should be abandoned in this era of research that has established the
language legitimacy of American Sign Language (ASL) and other sign languages. Of
the texts examined, only three had chapters that actually stated tbat ASL is a language.
However, the texts carried negative statements such as "it is not English" and "signs
represent concepts rather than words," implying that ASL is educationally irrelevant.
Hoffmeister found only one reference to bilingualism.
Bilingual approach. Some specialists in teaching the hearing-impaired
advocate postponing the introduction of speech. They believe that
children should be first taught a gestural system and then be introduced
to oral language later, as if it were a second language (the first being the
gestural one) (Kirk, Gallagher and Anastasiow, 1993 cited in
Hoffmeister 1966, p.182).
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Bilingualism is presented here as having one salient feature, that is, the postponement of
speech. This ignores the great emphasis that bilingual programs place on the
introduction of English through print from the outset of schooling. The credibility of
ASL as a language is dismissed by referring to it as "gestural." While it might be
thought that the paternalistic attitudes of the past have been left behind, it is apparent
that medico-pathological language is by far the most common terminology in use today
in English language texts. Hoffmeister' s study of the terminology used in special
education texts is significant because it draws attention to the deep-seated values and
ideological investments of the medico-pathological discourse. It identifies a key issue to
which the Deaf Community is objecting, namely the language of disablement that has
been so prevalent in descriptions of deafness. It can be seen how deeply entrenched
discursive practices have become. Even in an age where political correctness has
extended to the language used to describe people with disabilities, the dominant and
powerful discourse still presents deafness in medico-pathological terms.

The Handicapping Society
Writing from the perspective of a person with a disability, the British academic Oliver
introduced the concept of the "handicapping society" in his 1990 book The Politics of

Disablement. Oliver argues that society and welfare agencies and institutions subscribe
to the notion of disability as "personal tragedy" to be remedied by medical intervention.
Individuals in seeking alternatives for their disability are often forced to subscribe to the
'personal tragedy' notion to find solutions offered by the medical and social/educational
professions. In another example, Hogan (1997) claims that greater accessibility to
publicly funded rehabilitation programs such as cochlear implants rather than disability
friendly avenues for personal improvement places pressure on Deaf individuals to
"remake" themselves as hearing people
In respect of the Deaf, Power (1992) has suggested that the notion of "a handicapping

society" is evident in such inequalities in Australia as the disproportionate funding for
cochlear implant programs compared to funding for TTY services and the inadequate
ear health programs available to indigenous peoples. (Although, the establishment of the
Australian Communication Exchange and recent funding for the TTY Relay Service
have partly addressed this need.) Further evidence of the attitudinal handicap adopted
30

by the wider society towards the Deaf Community is the assumption that deafness is a
condition to be cured either by technology or by education in a listening-speaking
environment; so that the deaf person becomes as indistinguishable as possible from a
hearing person.
The first exposure of many parents to deafness is usually linked to the medical model in
that diagnosis of deafness in children has usually been linked to medical intervention.
For example, most parents who suspect that their child has some developmental
problem if the child is late developing speech will consult their local doctor who in turn
is likely to assume pathology or disease that requires a treatment to effect a cure
(Christensen 1992).
An example of this type of response from professionals is the experience of Ruth (name
changed), a young Deaf person who has been highly successful in the educational
system, and who has been the Director of a pre-school. Ruth, in relating her early
educational experiences to a group of teachers, described her parents' experiences with
educators when her deafness was first discovered. Ruth recalled a statement made by a
teacher to her parents, "your daughter is going to fail, she's not going to achieve
anything in this program, unfortunately."
The teacher went on to tell Ruth's parents that hopefully by the end of her schooling
their daughter would attain a mental age of about seven. At an early age Ruth's
prospects were presented as poor and her capacity as limited. Her deafne.ss was seen as
a barrier to normal educational placement and normal intellectual development. Both of
these predictions have been thoroughly disproved by the position and qualifications she
now holds.
It can be seen that in their different ways these perspectives of deafness have
constructed the Deaf as communicatively deficient and language delayed. The
prevalence in special education texts of medico-pathological terminology to describe
deafness shows how deeply entrenched are these views of deafness and indeed other
areas of disability in the language of academia and hence the wider community.
Minority educational experience
Given the increasing tendency of the Deaf to view themselves as a cultural and
linguistic minority, the criticisms that many Deaf people have in relation to their school
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expenences can be understood. Many Deaf people are unhappy about the poor
educational outcomes experienced by some Deaf people and the lack of recognition
given to their language in the educational process. For example, in 2000 the Minister for
Education in New South Wales was approached by key organisations involved with the
Deaf community claiming that Deaf people were unhappy with their educational
outcomes. The result was that the State Government through the Minister commissioned
a report into services for deaf and hearing-impaired students in New South Wales. This
report is still in preparation at the time of writing of this thesis.
Similar claims could be made on behalf of the Deaf Community in their educational
experiences as have been made for Black, Hispanic and Native American students. In
this sense the Deaf Community identify with other groups as being a minority linguistic
group, which has experienced educational under-achievement. Schools have reinforced
the insecurity of minority students and the denigration of their culture (Cummins 1989).
According to Christensen (1992), education in the past has been, and continues to be,
largely constrained by intolerance of student diversity beyond very narrow prescribed
limits. It has been this lack of flexibility in accommodating student diversity that
Christensen claims creates disabled students. Because there is no questioning of the
school's functions the difficulty or disability (as it becomes) is focused in the student
rather than the school's limitations.
Cummins ( 1989) claims the answer to the academic difficulties experienced by such
students is found in educators adopting roles that challenge rather than perpetuate the
values of the wider society. Cummins (1986) who has written extensively about
empowering minority groups, attributes academic failure of these groups to economic
and social discrimination from the dominant culture. He describes the historical pattern
of people being colonised by the dominant group and gives the examples of French in
Canada, Finns in Sweden, Hispanics, Native Americans and African Americans in the
United States. Other examples of minority groups that are educationally, politically and
economically disadvantaged are the Malays in Singapore (Rahim 1993) and the Koreans
in Japan (Okano 1993). To this could be added the Deaf whose experiences of school
are also characterised by failure. The experience of Deaf students in many regular
schools is much the same as Deaf communities in the wider society in that both find
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themselves disempowered. Deaf students in regular school settings may find themselves
with no peer group with which to identify. There is often an assumption that because
they are mainstreamed, equality has been achieved. Cummins ( 1986) says that equality
of opportunity is assumed as a given and therefore failure in the system is regarded as
internal to the individual and therefore the system itself is never questioned.
Power and the hidden curriculum

Apple (1992) has presented the view that the school curriculum cannot be presented as
neutral. The curriculum is in fact the result of complex power relations that have
brought about the acceptance of a particular body of know ledge. Minority groups are
not part of the power base that has brought about the sanctioning of the school
curriculum so the curriculum does not reflect their needs, their culture or necessarily
their aspirations. The situation the Deaf find themselves in has not come about by
chance. It has been the result of concentrating the decision-making process in the hands
of hearing educators over a long period. Certainly the lack of Deaf people represented in
schools at levels of power is a reflection of this, even schools for the Deaf being firmly
in the hands of hearing educators. Another example Barnum (1984) cites is the decline
of deaf teachers of the deaf in American schools. In 1850, she claims, 36.6 per cent of
teachers in schools for the deaf were deaf themselves. In 1863 the number had grown to
40.8 per cent.
This growth was very negatively affected by a Congress of educators of the deaf, held in
Milan in 1880. It voted to follow oral only methods in the teaching of deaf students.
Prior to the Congress the official representatives were selected to ensure a victory for
the oral method. Delegates at the Congress voted against the use of sign language in
deaf education in two resolutions:
1. The Congress,
Considering the incontestable superiority of articulation over signs in
restoring the deaf-mute to society and giving him a fuller knowledge of
language, declares that the oral method should be preferred to that of
signs in the education and instruction of deaf-mutes
2. The Congress,
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Considering that the simultaneous use of speech and signs has the
disadvantage of injuring articulation and lip-reading and the precision of
ideas,
Declares that:
The pure oral method should be preferred (Tarra 1880,p.64)
Don Serafino Balestra the director of the school in Como added his perspective" ... for
a catholic priest, it is necessary that the deaf-mute speak, because they have confession
to make ... I beg all of you. Vote for speech, always the speech" (Tarra 1880, p.64).
The effect of this Congress was to influence deaf education for the next century and is
still currently influential in deaf education.
After the decisions favouring Oralism at the Congress of Milan, the number of Deaf
teachers steadily declined so that by 1927 the number of Deaf teachers in America had
dropped to 14 per cent. It follows that the Deaf have been and continue to be largely
excluded as a force in deciding curriculum content and in implementing its content or
influencing its outcomes. The strength and the extremity of views held by some in the
Oralist position can be seen from a statement by Van Uden.
The bad consequences of such a learned sign language will be that these
sign making children are educated directly from the deaf community or
ghetto ... apart from the dehumanising influence of the sign themselves,
because a sign language is too much of a depicting language, keeping
the thinking slow, much too concrete and too broken in pieces (Van
Uden, 1970, p.103).
The result of the dominance of such thinking was that sign languages were not used in
the instruction of the Deaf and became 'underground' languages used only in the Deaf
Community or furtively by Deaf students when their teachers were not looking. In the
school experiences of the Deaf child from a Deaf family, the language and culture of the
school are not the language and culture of the home. The characters in books are not
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deaf and where they are they are seldom presented as positive role models or with
leadership qualities.
In making decisions about curriculum delivery a society's values are transmitted not

only by those subjects taught but also by those, which are excluded from the curriculum.
Champie (1984) claims that the omission of sign language from the curriculum
transmits the value that sign language may be tolerated, but it is English that is the
language that is valued for serious study. Champie further claims that while sign
language may be used in instructional approaches, deaf children rarely study the
grammar, structure and function of sign language formally. While this situation may be
changing with the introduction of sign bilingual programs for the Deaf it has not been
characteristic of any programs in deaf education in the past.
One of the ways in which minority groups are marginalised and identified as disabled
within the educational system is through the process of assessment and diagnosis.
Cummins ( 1986), for instance, discusses the way in which assessment has historically
been used to locate "the problem" within the minority student while distracting from
scrutiny the nature of the school program. Cummins claims that it is the pathology of
societal relationships that is the real disabling condition for minority students. He
asserts that the over-representation of Hispanic children in learning disabled categories
derives more from educational and social conditions than from any neurological origins.
Parallels can be seen between the Deaf community and minority groups described by
Cummins. Assessment tests administered in Standard English have long been used with
deaf students and the results have described their language use and performance as
delayed or deficient.
The Deaf are under pressure to reduce cultural diversity as there is still a measure of
scepticism about their language as many schools and educators do not accept the use of
sign languages in schools or the existence of a Deaf Culture. According to Baker ( 1997)
the Deaf like other language minorities are expected to assimilate in terms of culture
and structure but this rarely includes access to economic rewards and advantages. As
with other groups the Deaf are expected to learn English and learn through English and
integrate into mainstream schooling.
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Language and power
Control over the language of minority groups is another means of preventing these
groups gaining recognition and maintaining the power of the dominant group. Corker,
( 1997) writing as a Deaf person, asserts that the discursive construction of majorityminority group relations has come about as the result of the prestige and status accorded
the majority language. She claims that the language standards, which define deafness as
impairment and deviance and present Deaf people as lingusitically impoverished,
become equivalent to cultural hegemony. This is then perceived as "truth" by the wider
society and is perpetuated in the community. Corker (1997) sees this as a more powerful
means of social control than cochlear implants and genetic engineering. While these
have both been seen as threats to the Deaf Community because they perpetuate the
belief that deafness is a condition that needs medical intervention, Corker see the real
threat coming from the denigration of the Deaf community's language. It renders users
of anything but the official language of the society 'voiceless' by attacking the language
that is a major element of their identification as a community. Corker sees a
community's identity and power as based in its language. If the language of the Deaf is
seen by the wider society as inferior, then this strikes at their power base even more so
than a medico-pathological approach, as the language of the Deaf has been one of their
major points of identification as a cultural group.
The significance of language to minority groups can be seen in the Report in 1979
commissioned by the United Nations Sub-Committee on the Prevention of
Discrimination and the Protection of Minorities (Caportorti 1979), a study that reported
on the theoretical issues relating to minority rights which continues to be a primary
reference source two decades after its publication. Capotorti emphasised the role of
education in the maintenance of minority languages. However, contemporary focus has
tended to be on community languages being taught outside the classroom (Riagain and
Shuibhne 1997). This refers to the practice of the language being spoken in everyday
usage as a way of preserving its use and preventing it from being subsumed by the
dominant language. In the context of sign bilingual programs this would refer to the
native sign language being used as the language of instruction rather than English, the
majority language being used.
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The right of a minority to speak a minority language has been defended by Green
(1987) who describes what he calls "linguistic security" which implies that by
protecting minority language use, the less powerful group has a fairer chance to pursue
its own good. In contrast to this position Baker ( 1997) has presented the language
minority group as a potential problem to the wider society who sees the group as
demanding alternate power structures and a challenge to the existing power structure
and thus a potential threat to the integration of that group into society.
These shifts in thinking about minority languages together with the social changes in the
1970s saw Deaf people move from the view that saw sign languages such as ASL and
Auslan as poor imitations of English and their users limited in their language abilities to
the notion of the Deaf as a group with a first and second language.
From these early views we have moved to a position where Auslan is recognised as a
community language within Australia (Lo Bianco 1987, Dawkins 1991) but so far this
has led to no promotion of the language within State education facilities within New
South Wales and Victoria. Sign bilingual programs for Deaf students are in existence in
Tasmania, New South Wales and more recently Western Australia and in Queensland in
2001. Whether these programs indicate recognition of a minority language group's
needs or are more a response to what is perceived as a lobby group within special
education is not clear at this point in time. This is due to the newness of these programs
and their relatively small impact on other areas of education. More recently the New
South Wales Board of Studies has called for consultation on the development of an
Auslan syllabus to Higher School Certificate level. There has already been consultation
with other states around Australia so that input can be received at a national level.
Within the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children, the Thomas Pattison School and
Renwick College have taken the initiative in developing a Graduate Certificate in
Auslan to meet staff needs. This certificate in Auslan is discussed in Chapter Eight. The
role of the recognition of Auslan in the self-realisation of the Australian Deaf
community is discussed later in this chapter.
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Inclusive societies
Exclusion from the surrounding culture has not always been a feature of the experience

of Deaf people. Certain societies have shown a remarkable degree of accommodation
towards their Deaf members
There are three sources in English speaking literature that indicate that certain groups of
Deaf people were using sign language prior to systems of schooling introduced by
hearing people. The first of these is the Deaf Community of Martha's Vineyard, an
island off the coast of Massachusetts. Groce ( 1985) describes how the first Deaf islander
arrived in 1692 and was already fluent in the use of some type of sign language. In
Vineyard society deafness was prevalent in higher proportions than experienced iri other
populations. Groce cites ratios of one Deaf person to every 155 hearing people on the
Island. However, in some localities the ratio of deaf people was one in twenty-five and
in one location as many as one in four. As a result many Vineyarders had relatives or
neighbours who were deaf. Sign language was in common usage and understood by the
whole community so that if a deaf person was present everyone would sign as a matter
of course. The fishing economy of Martha's Vineyard allowed deaf people to participate
without any disadvantage and the fact that everyone knew sign language meant that the
deaf were not excluded from the social life of the community either. The fact that
Groce's book is entitled Everyone Here Spoke Sign Language indicates that deafness on
Martha's Vineyard during the mid nineteenth century was not the socially isolating and
disempowering experience that it has been for many Deaf people in urban industrialised
societies.
Groce (1985) remarks that the experiences of Deaf people on Martha's Vineyard were
in stark contrast to those on the American mainland. During the nineteenth century the
Deaf on Martha's Vineyard experienced almost a Deaf Utopia while on the mainland
controversy raged about methods of educating the deaf. Martha's Vineyard was
untouched by this and Deaf people there experienced a quality of life that perhaps had
never been known before or since. The Deaf people on Martha's Vineyard did not
experience the barriers that Deaf people experience from the rest of society. In fact
Groce emphasises that Deaf people on the Island were not thought of as being any
different: "They were just like anyone else." (Groce 1985, p.110)
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Farb (1975) also records an Amazonian tribe that was functionally bilingual. Deaf
members of the tribe were fully included socially as the whole tribe was able to sign. In
contrast to our society this society had accommodated to the needs of its deaf members.
Another contrast to Deaf communities in industrial societies is explored in Johnson's
(1991) study of a Maya village and its Deaf inhabitants. In the village all hearing people
were able to sign well. The community was close- knit and resistant to change from
outside. The Deaf villagers farmed and participated in cottage industries with the same
degree of success as hearing villagers. Being deaf in Maya society did not restrict
economic success and because of the signing ability of the whole community, the Deaf
people of the village had almost full access to the social life of the community.
It can be seen then that exclusion of people with deafness from society is not a universal
reaction to deafness and social relations on Martha's Vineyard and in Maya society
developed to specifically include Deaf people. In this situation, deafness had not
resulted in the formation of an ethnic identity or the politicisation of deafness as
evidenced in more industrial societies.

Alternate Constructions of Deafness
Emergence of the Deaf as a cultural minority

Hogan (1997) has described the period of the Reformation as bringing about substantive
economic changes to what had been a village and church based welfare system.
Disabled people who had been able to participate in agricultural social life and work had
greater difficulty as people drifted to cities and became involved in more specialised
professions.
Subsequent centuries saw rapid urbanisation and industrialisation and resulted in the
loss of many jobs previously filled by disabled people (including Deaf people). The drift
to cities resulted in new systems and institutions for the management of such people.
One such institution as part of the greater movement was the asylum where the
behaviour and mobility of disabled people could be regulated.
Authors such as Johnson ( 1991) and Moores ( 1987) have suggested that the emergence
in Deaf communities of solidarity based upon the use of sign language is a specific
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response by Deaf people to the oppression of the wider society in blocking their access
to the social and economic benefits of that society.
Deafness as a cultural identity has emerged as a political force in industrial societies
striving to gain economic and social access to education and material prosperity
(Johnson 1991, Rose and Kiger 1995).
Discourses that divided Deaf people from the rest of society as described in the first
section of this chapter also created among the Deaf community a solidarity that led
towards the emergence of this community describing themselves in social and cultural
terms
Defining membership
It should be stated that the Deaf Community is not homogeneous in that deaf people

represent a wide spectrum of views. There is no typical "Deaf person" and this diversity
should be recognised. The educational experiences of older Deaf people tend to have
differed greatly from younger Deaf people. Many older Deaf people attended residential
schools which may have had the sexes segregated, while integration may have been the
experience of many younger Deaf people. Not all deaf people identify with Deaf
Culture or the Deaf Community and its focus on signed communication. For some deaf
people assimilation into the hearing community represents success and an acceptance
that they must make adaptations and compensations for their deafness, usually in the
form of hearing aid technology to enable or enhance their communication. Deaf people
who are successful in the hearing community are usually deemed to be successful
because they meet the criteria of passing as hearing, speaking people. Other sections of
the Deaf community find solidarity and identity in a separatist approach. Not content
with a deficit model of deafness they prefer to be identified as a cultural-linguistic
minority. From this stance people who identify as Culturally Deaf can lobby for services
that will give them the access they are denied or cannot achieve through accepting a
deficit model of deafness.
It has already been stated that groups of people with a disability are embracing what has
been described as the "culture of disability" (Hallahan and Kauffman 1994). Some Deaf
people have embraced this separatist identity as a way of coming to terms with the past
and as an affirmation of a new identity and rejection of the role of victim and oppressed
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minority. By way of example Jankowski (1995) claims that the Deaf, in openly
challenging the practice of inserting cochlear implants, are attacking the symbols of
pathology in order to promote identity. The high value placed by the dominant discourse
on the ability to hear and speak is challenged. Jankowski describes a situation at a
school for Deaf children in Wisconsin, for instance, where demands were made by Deaf
staff that Deaf people replace hearing people in a number of key positions. As a result
was that the State Department at Wisconsin put in place affirmative action procedures to
promote the recruitment of Deaf personnel to the school. A similar demand by students
at Gallaudet University in 1988 that included rallies and picketing the Capitol in
Washington resulted in a Deaf person replacing the incumbent hearing person as
President of the University. Shapiro (1993) has described the Deaf President Now
movement at Gallaudet as the first Deaf Civil Rights activity. This action is
understandable as Gallaudet University is a university that targets and attracts Deaf
students.
Challenging the pathological model has not been easy and the impact of activism can
sometimes be negative on those viewing it. For instance, Wohar Torres (1995) describes
her early view of deafness as pathology.
The phenomenon of persons with a sensory handicap attempting to
describe themselves as a cultural group appears to be blatant and
pathological

denial.

Treatment

indications

might

well

include

confronting this denial and helping deaf clients work through unresolved
grief issues over the loss of their hearing (p.2).
Wohar Torres contrasts her early view of deafness as pathology with her view now
following her encounters with the Deaf at Gallaudet. She now accepts that Deaf people
are discussing their status not in terms of pathology but in terms of their language, their
history and community.
Being and becoming a community
Because people with disabilities have been marginalised they have used this marginality

to gain power by emphasising this difference but presenting it positively. This separatist
identity is a way of coming to terms with past oppression and an affirmation of a new
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identity and a rejection of the role of victim and oppressed minority (Hallahan and
Kauffman 1994).
Kannapell (1994) says that Deaf people find a strong sense of identity in describing
themselves first and foremost as Deaf, as users of American Sign Language and
identifying socially with other Deaf users of ASL. Kannapell identifies three
characteristics that she says are integral to the development of a Deaf identity, namely,
language identity, personal identity and social identity. Black people, according to
Kannapell, usually describe themselves as "Black" first with other characteristics being
secondary. According to Kannapell, people who have grown up Deaf invariably
describe themselves as "Deaf' first. This stands in sharp contrast to educators who
usually describe deaf students audiologically as moderately deaf, severely deaf and so
on.
The most recent development in the representation of the Deaf has been the bilingualbicultural approach to Deaf education. This approach enables the Deaf to throw off the
medical deficiency labels that have constructed much of Deaf education in the past and
to present themselves from the perspective of a new discourse. The 'Deaf President
Now' movement in the 1980's at Gallaudet University drew the attention of a nation to
the solidarity of the Deaf Community as well as attracting others who had not identified
with the Deaf Community in the past. In Australia support for sign bilingual programs
-

that value the native sign language of the Deaf community are strongly supported by the
Deaf community.

Characteristics of Deaf Culture
The term culture is used in a variety of contexts and as a result it is often assumed that
its meaning is understood. Generally accepted definitions of culture would include
reference to beliefs, traditions and values of a group. However, according to Bullivant
( 1989) such a definition does not account for the type of change that has taken place
amongst the Deaf Community. Traditional views of culture aim at the preservation of
beliefs, customs and values. Bullivant, defines culture as the "survival program" of a
social group that is maintained by its members. This definition more closely describes
the Deaf Community. This is a community that has had to change and adapt and modify
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its environment in a number of ways in order to maintain their identity and cohesion as
a group. The Deaf community has had to challenge the mainstream perception that it is
a disabled group.
Representations of deafness as culture

Since Stokoe, Casterline and Croneberg's (1976) first description of the Deaf as a
cultural group in their Dictionary of American Sign Language on Linguistic Principles
there has been an increasing body of literature where the Deaf are presented as a
cultural linguistic minority (Padden 1980; Power and Carty 1990; Reagan 1988;
Rutherford 1988; Wilcox 1989;) with specific cultural characteristics (Markowicz and
Woodward 1978; Raegan 1988; Wilcox and Wilcox 1991). Markowicz and Woodward
(1978), while not attempting to define Deaf culture, claim that boundaries are drawn
around the Deaf community and that there are two criteria, namely attendance at a
residential school for the Deaf and communicative competence in ASL (American Sign
Language), or Auslan in Australia, that give the group identity. In Australia attendance
at a residential school is less of a feature as the number of these schools has diminished
considerably over the past twenty years and existing schools for the Deaf seldom have a
residential component. One way of defining membership for the Sydney Deaf
Community and indeed those from other parts of Australia is the practice of asking,
which school each person has attended and their family name. This immediately
"locates" the person in terms of the Sydney Deaf community. This is becoming less of a
distinguishing feature in the Sydney Deaf community as the great majority of Deaf
students are educated in the mainstream.
The Deaf community is unlike other minority groups in that it is not defined by racial or
religious affiliation and cuts across gender and economic lines as well. According to
Hardaway (1984) a major factor in self-identification by the Deaf community is attitude
or thinking and behaving "Deaf." A person may be "enculturated" into the Deaf
Community through birth into a Deaf family, through acquiring competence in a native
sign language from peers and Deaf role models or through residential School for the
Deaf settings. However, attendance at a residential school in Australia has not been the
recent experience of Deaf people. Although at one time it was compulsory for students
attending the school for Deaf in New South Wales to also be boarders in order to attend
the school, residential schools have been on the decline since the late 1970' s. From the
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perspective of Kuntze (1992) a Deaf identity is an intensely personal matter of one's
location in relation to Deaf and hearing worlds.
Before one can really embark on becoming maximally bicultural, one
has to develop culturally at the nucleus of one's self as a Deaf person
which is an affirmation of self-identity. To complete the process of
becoming bicultural is to achieve a clear inward view of one's self as a
Deaf individual and as a member of the Deaf community as well as to
have a clear outward view of the hearing world and how one fits into it
(Kuntze 1992).
Academics have tended to describe the Deaf community from the perspective of
identifiable characteristics. Raegan (1988) identifies six characteristics of Deaf culture:
language, group identification, endogamous marital patterns, history, social behaviour
and the organisational network of the Deaf community. Stewart (1983a) describes a
model of Deaf culture that has four essential factors defining that culture. They are
audiological, social, political and linguistic factors. Wilcox and Wilcox ( 1991) suggest
another way of examining Deaf culture by looking at unique ways Deaf people organise
their communicative behaviour. However, for most researchers, the foremost
characteristic of Deaf culture is its sign language (Erting 1978; Padden and Markowicz,
1975 cited in Johnson 1991). As the foremost characteristic of that culture, sign
language was the first element to be recognised as integral to Deaf culture. Stokoe,
Casterline and Croneberg (1976) were the first to attribute the unique characteristics and
vigour of Deaf culture to American Sign Language.
Recognition of sign language
In 1976 the linguistic research by Stakoe and his colleagues gave academic and

scientific credibility to American Sign Language (ASL). They demonstrated that ASL
had all the elements of a spoken language such as phonology, syntax and pragmatics.
With the wider acceptance of bilingual-bicultural philosophy for language instruction
among the Deaf, ASL and other natural sign languages such as Auslan are also gaining
wider acceptance in the teaching of English in school programs such as The Claremont
project in Tasmania, Thomas Pattison in Sydney and the Star Schools Project in the
United States.
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Another factor that contributes to the view that the Deaf are a cultural group is the
recognition in academic literature and in wider spheres of sign languages as legitimate
languages. The idea that a sign language is a complete and sophisticated language is
relatively new to academic literature. Over the past decade there has been a growing
accumulation of evidence that sign languages of the world are fully developed
autonomous natural languages, with grammars and art forms all their own (Lane,
1988a). The United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation has stated
that such languages should be "afforded the same status as other linguistic systems" and
should play "an active part in educational programs for the deaf." (UNESCO 1985)
The recommendation that Auslan be accepted as the language of the Deaf community is
evident in papers produced for the Australian Federal Government by Dawkins (1991)
and Lo Bianco ( 1987) where Auslan (Australian Sign Language) has been given the
status of a community language. Johnston (2000) claims that this is only a de facto
recognition as Auslan has not been officially recognised by any state or federal
government.
Branson and Miller (1991) claim that the Australian government's White Paper,

Australia's Language: The Australian Language and Literacy Policy (Dawkins 1991),
does not go far enough in that while it accepts Auslan as a community language it
avoids recommending its use in schools as a method of instruction. Branson and Miller
(1991) argue that the Australian government's claim-that further research is needed
before Auslan's suitability for instruction of deaf students can be established,-flies in
the face of the research which has established the superior academic performance of
Deaf children from Deaf families. They point to the feasibility of providing native sign
language during early schooling as having been firmly established in Scandinavia.
In Sweden and Denmark, Swedish and Danish Sign Language are recognised as the

native languages of all deaf children and instruction in these languages is provided to all
parents as soon as diagnosis is made. This right for all Deaf to be educated in their
native sign language has been guaranteed in Sweden by legislation since 1981.
Ahlgren (1990) describes the situation in Sweden as follows:
In Swedish schools for the deaf, Swedish Sign Language is officially the
language of instruction in all subjects including Swedish. According to
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the official curriculum Swedish Sign Language is regarded as the first
language for the deaf pupils and written Swedish is their secondary
language. This is the result of explicit demand from the parents'
organisation but also based on research on sign language (p.91).
The Swedish situation for the Deaf came about because government policy in Sweden
had already affirmed the rights of other minority groups within Sweden to train in and
maintain their first language and to learn Swedish as a second language (Svartholm
1993). Interestingly, in Sweden, deaf students are mostly educated in segregated
schools. However, legislation requires the curriculum in special schools to be essentially
the same as ordinary schools.
The use of native sign languages as the first language of instruction is gammg m
acceptance around the world as can be evidenced through the growth of bilingualbicultural programs (Pickersgill, 1997; Hadadian, Studnicky and Merbler, 1997;
Svartholm, 1993) Bilingualism in Deaf education is not only a Swedish phenomenon
but has parallels in France, Denmark, Britain, North America and Australia.
This model of instruction in the first language as a means of teaching literacy in the
second language and thereby creating an individual who is bilingual has support from
the literature (Mayberry and Eichen, 1991, Johnson 1994). The same literature indicates
that the cultural and developmental benefits associated with first language learning are
evi.denced in the achievement advantages that have been reported for Deaf children of
Deaf parents who are users of sign language in the home. The first language is seen in
this instance as providing the cognitive and linguistic foundation for the development of
the ability to read and write English (and speak too where appropriate). However, sign
as a basis of teaching English to Deaf children has been challenged by Mayer and Wells
( 1997) and will be discussed in more detail in a following chapter.
Despite the growth of sign bilingual programs, the use of ASL or another natural sign
language as the language of instruction in classrooms does not have wide acceptance. A
recent study by Hadadian, Studnicky and Merbler ( 1997) found that a significant
proportion of American teachers surveyed felt that teaching ASL to deaf children of
hearing parents could not be justified. This was because most deaf children are born to
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hearing parents and teachers did not see ASL as being the first language of the deaf
child in families where the parents are hearing.
Thus native sign languages have yet to receive recognition to the point where they are
used widely in educational programs. On the other hand there have been some gain. As
research has further established the linguistic properties and cultural distinctiveness of
Auslan, it has become more accepted in education, to the point where school curricula
have been designed that incorporate a bilingual-bicultural component in the school
experience of deaf children (Paterson 1994). Auslan is also now offered as a course of
study at post-graduate level in at least one university in New South Wales and its
lexicon described in a dictionary of signs (Johnston 1988).
Deaf Social Structures
In addition to acknowledging language as central to its sense of culture, the Deaf

community has a number of social structures that enable it to meet and socialise. British
researchers Kyle and Pullen (1998) have described the alternate social structures that
Deaf communities set up to parallel hearing community organisations.
As Kyle and Pullen ( 1988) have suggested "Deaf society is conducted with an
infrastructure detached from the official educational and social services." (p.52.) By this
Kyle and Pullen mean that where Deaf people do not have access to the same social
avenues as the hearing society, due to communication difficulties because so few people
in the wider community can sign, they have created their own versions of social clubs
and sporting clubs. "Deaf Clubs" exist in every major Australian city and in most major
cities throughout the United States. According to Butterfield (1991) and Power and
Carty (1990), a significant factor in the development of a Deaf community is the
emergence of organisations such as Deaf sports clubs and Theatre of the Deaf. In
Australia there are National and State Associations of the Deaf, social clubs, sports
teams and Theatres of the Deaf to enhance Deaf culture. Stewart ( 1987) suggests that
Deaf individuals are drawn to Deaf sporting clubs because Deafness is the norm, Sign
Language is the mode of communication, similar attitudes as well as cultural values are
shared and they are able to socialise as equals.
Stewart (1987) claims that Deaf people gather to play sports at Deaf sports clubs largely
because they perceive that they can compete and socialise as equals without a
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communication disadvantage and be with others who have shared attitudes towards
Deaf Community and culture. Stewart (1992) further suggests that the motive of
enculturation or joining together may be stronger than the competitive urge in many
Deaf people in seeking out Deaf Sporting Clubs as these clubs offer the opportunity for
a high degree of participation with other individuals who can sign.
While most of the research supporting the existence of a distinct Deaf subculture comes
from the U.S.A., Deaf people in Australia exhibit all the traits that distinguish their
American counterparts as a socio-cultural group.
Writing in the Australian context, Power and Carty (1990) have referred to the fact that
Deaf people tend to identify with the Deaf Community to the extent that their loyalties
to that community supersede other loyalties to religion and family. A similar notion has
been described by Kannapell (1994) who claims Deaf people, who have grown up Deaf,
generally see themselves as "Deaf' first. Another characteristic that is a strong feature
of the Deaf Community is their endogamous marital patterns. Schein and Delk (1974)
describe an endogamous marriage rate of between 86% and 90% in the U.S.A. The rate
of endogamous marriages in the Australian Deaf Community is not known.
Research by Dolby (1991) has shown the great feeling Deaf people have expressed
about their community. A Deaf person who had

bee~

educated in an Oral fully

integrated setting said of the Deaf community
It is the first place I have felt accepted, liked and understood. It is my

HOME, because no one leaves me out or makes me feel ashamed or
ridicules me any more. (Dolby 1991, p.88)
Hall ( 1991 ), in her research on Deaf clubs, refers to the mentoring role many Deaf
adults play with younger Deaf people. Individuals described how the interest shown to
them by older Deaf people had a significant effect in enabling them to become a success
in later life.
The residential school has also played an important role in the enculturation process for
Deaf students (Butterfield 1991 ). Just as elite residential schools cater to other special
military or sporting traditions in the hearing community, so too the Deaf community
views its residential schools as pursuing in the best traditions those qualities that
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educate the whole person as a contributing member of society. In addition, Butterfield
(1991) claims the residential schools serve a special purpose, that of passing on
language and cultural norms from child to child and not from parent to child as in most
cultures. A significant difference between Deaf and other ethnolinguistic communities
is that the children of the Deaf and the parents of the Deaf are usually hearing, so that
they do not necessarily become members of the group. This has important implications
for the enculturation process as Butterfield (1991) has already described, since the
group language is not transmitted from parent to child but typically from Deaf child to
Deaf child or Deaf parents to Deaf child of hearing parents. Thus American Sign
Language and Auslan as they represent native sign languages are probably the only
extant languages that are passed on from child to child (Erting, 1978). This carries the
implication that the most significant language learning may take place in the peer group
play situation rather than in the structured language lessons of the classroom.
Being and becoming a Deaf person
Not all deaf people identify with the Deaf community. For those who discover this

community, becoming a part of it is not necessarily straightforward or spontaneous.
Carty ( 1994) has described the great contrast in identity found among Deaf people and
she cites two examples that have emerged from Deaf Studies workshops conducted
around Australia. These are:
"I thought everyone in the world was deaf."
"I thought I was the only deaf person in the world." (p.42)
For those not born into the Deaf community (and in itself this is a recent phenomenon)
there is often a great distance that some Deaf people have to travel psychologically to
come to a point of discovering the Deaf Community and embracing a Deaf identity.
Carty describes confusion, frustration/anger/blame, exploration, identification/rejection,
ambivalence, acceptance, as six stages in the emotional journey that a Deaf person may
take in their search for identity. She makes the comparison with the Australian
Aboriginal community, many of whom were removed from their biological families and
placed with white foster families. The notion of the "stolen generation " is compared
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with educational practices that placed deaf children m mainstream settings thus
threatening their opportunity to develop a Deaf identity.
Over ninety per cent of the deaf population (Baker and Cokely 1980, cited in Hardaway
1984) are born to hearing parents. These deaf children then may become "enculturated"
into the Deaf community by acquiring competence in sign language through contact
with Deaf children of Deaf parents and hence are introduced to the value system of the
community. This happens through the gradual exposure to and awareness of aspects of
Deaf culture. One example of the enculturation or acceptance into the Deaf community
is the practice of 'name signs' that are given to distinguish individuals. These sign
names illuminate certain important cultural values, especially personal identity and
connection with the group (Mindess, 1990). Sign names usually describe some physical
attribute of a Deaf person or some habit for which they are known. This is evident in the
following extract from the Annual Report of the Royal N.S.W. Institution for the Deaf
and Dumb of 1866, which also indicates that sign names have been in usage among the
Deaf Community for an extensive period. The extract refers to a demonstration by the
teacher of the time and some deaf pupils at a public meeting.
Mr Gilder, the master, then came forward to show the manner of
teaching the deaf and dumb. He then by signs called down two of the
pupils who were seated near the platform He called by signs "Redhair"
and "Widemouth" a boy and a girl in their first year in the school.
(Annual Report of the Deaf and Dumb Institution ofNSW, 1866, p.9.)
Students were called to participate in the Annual General Meeting of the Deaf and
Dumb Institution in the following way.
Each scholar appeared to be called upon by some simple gesture which
stood in the place of his or her name, for they could only be spoken to by
the eye (Sixth Annual Report of the Deaf and Dumb Institution of NSW,
1867, p.13).
At Thomas Pattison School students sign names usually relate to some physical attribute
such as curly'hair or spectacles. Other sign names relate to personal characteristics. One
student's sign name is a combination of the first letter of his name and the sign for
50

"loud" as he has a very loud voice. These sign names are usually given to students or
teachers shortly after they have arrived at the school and the school community has
observed some characteristic about the person. The individual's agreement is usually
sought before the sign name is announced at an assembly. Sometimes students will
arrive at the school with an existing sign name. Some of them take the opportunity to
change their sign name when starting at the school. I can recall a Deaf teachers aide
changing her sign name from the one she had received as a child because she had never
liked the sign name given to her when she was a child.
Deaf people are known to invent sign names for hearing people to show they are
outsiders in the community's view; and hearing people have been encouraged to make
up sign names that were 'wrong' so that they indicated the person's lack of
understanding of Deaf culture (Mindess 1990, p.15). However, it has been my
experience and the experience of others (Ewoldt, 1994) that Deaf people will readily
accept hearing people who make genuine attempts to communicate and learn sign.
Certainly there are hearing people who are a part of the Deaf Community, many of them
being the hearing children of Deaf adults (CODAS).
Another way in which young Deaf people are enculturated into the community is
through participation in the infrastructures of that community (Hall, 1991) For instance
Hall in the following extract describes the enculturation process as it takes place in a
Deaf social club through a mentor type relationship:
Older club members pay attention to younger members and try to teach
them about Deaf language and history. Often strong relationships,
mentor relationships, develop between older and younger club members
(p.425).
Ruth, (name changed) one of the Deaf teachers I interviewed for the study, describes her
first awareness of the Deaf Community. Prior to leaving school she had never met
another Deaf person.
I'd never met a Deaf person while at school. I thought "great, I'm gonna
grow up and become a hearing person." Then my teacher came along
and explained that there were other Deaf people out there and I started to
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think ... there' s other Deaf people outside of here, I'm not different after
all (Interview with Ruth 1999).
Ruth went on to describe the significance of meeting other Deaf people:
At that time it was a very important time for me because that was the
time when I met my first other deaf person and it was a real shock, a real
culture shock, 'cos I had a strong hearing culture. I had hearing values;
and then I met this deaf person and I thought, "Why are those two
people waving their hands like that?" It was a real good experience for
me and I'm very thankful that I had that opportunity. So I started mixing
with deaf people. I started learning about the Deaf culture; I realised
they've got a lot of answers to my identity. I grew up and I felt that I
didn't have an identity. I didn't see myself as a deaf person who could
achieve. I saw myself as someone who was sick, who couldn't really
achieve in a hearing community; they were my answer; the deaf ·
community was my answer. So that's when I started becoming strongly
involved in the education area (Interview with Ruth, 1999).
For Ruth the realisation that there were others like her that shared the same
communication was an affirmation.
Defining membership

While a degree of deafness appears to be necessary for acceptance into the Deaf
community, actual degree of deafness is less important than having an orientation
towards the Deaf community and the ability to communicate through sign language.
Thus some hearing people such as CODAs (Children of Deaf Adults) qualify for
acceptance into the Deaf community. It can be seen that this view of deafness stands in
sharp contrast to the medico-pathological view that deafness is inherent and needs to be
ameliorated as far as possible. This view of deafness is a socio-cultural view (Reagan,
1988) as being accepted as Deaf has more to do with an acceptance of the experiences,
values and language of the Deaf community, without which a person cannot gain entry
into Deaf culture. According to this view some deaf people also would not qualify for
entry into the Deaf Community in that they participate in mainstream education, do not
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participate in Deaf Community events, do not sign, lack awareness of the Community
and so on (Dolby 1991).
The dilemma, however, for Deaf people who want to reconstruct themselves in
sociocultural terms is that there are many people who have experienced some form of
acquired hearing loss. These people do feel that they are disabled and are comfortable
with terms like "hearing loss, disability" and so on. They feel that these terms reflect
their experience and they want remedies and solutions within a health and disability
context. For instance, Glass and Elliott (1994), both deafened as adults, despite their
involvement in education for the deaf and a network of Deaf friends, describe
themselves as "culturally hearing" (Glass and Elliott 1994, p.59). Glass and Elliott
describe the disdain of signing deaf people who say to them " You're not really deaf."
By which they mean "You're 'deaf not 'Deaf." In their work with adults who have
experienced late onset hearing loss Glass and Elliott have found another group of deaf
individuals who describe themselves as "culturally homeless" (p.60) In the same paper
Elliott describes her attempts to learn ASL and assimilate with the Deaf Community but
she found that she "signed with a hearing accent" (p.61) which reinforced her position
as a culturally hearing deaf person.
Her experiences are supported by Kannapel (1993), who describes a hierarchy within
the Deaf community based on degree of deafness, and challenge the educational
hierarchy of the hearing community.
Hierarchy within the Deaf Community

Culturally Deaf Person (ASL user, Deaf school product, Deaf family)
Culturally Deaf person (ASL user, Deaf school product, hearing family)
Person born deaf who learned to sign later (Oral or mainstream school)
Person deafened at early age
Person deafened at late age
Hard of hearing person
Hearing person
(Kannapell 1993 p.166)
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This hierarchy positions the Deaf person in power and the criteria are cultural and
linguistic, namely ASL usage and Deaf School attendance. In this hierarchy the hearing
person represents the greatest deviation. While Kannapel does not mention the place of
Pidgin Sign English in this hierarchy, one must assume that this would be seen as a
weaker and less pure form of sign.
Kannapell's model has been criticised by Corker (1997) who says that Kannapell
assumes that English and ASL are discrete. Corker claims that Kannapell's study
indicates that 78% of students in the study ranked themselves as skilled or very skilled
in Pidgin Sign English (PSE) in comparison with only 68 per cent who saw themselves
as skilled or very skilled in ASL. Corker says that one must ask whether these students
were comfortable using PSE and understood it easily. Kannapell reports that one student
"claimed that PSE was his true sign .language." In response to this Corker says that
Kannapell' s use of language in this context has the same effect of marginalizing the
claimant as an anomaly. Clearly it is a possibility that there is a significant community
of PSE users, especially given the fact that many Deaf people have now had an
education where some form of Signed English was used in the classroom. As various
forms of Signed English have had currency in education for a considerable period, there
will be a significant section of the Deaf community that has had exposure to and retains
some use of these sign systems. This serves to remind us that the Deaf are not a
homogeneous group but represent a variety of communication forms and preferences. It
also serves to indicate that the Deaf themselves are not free from their own forms of
elitism and discrimination. My own experience of the Sydney Deaf community has
shown that there are many subgroups within the community based on different sets of
criteria that include or exclude other individuals. One example of this is a group of well
educated, successful Deaf people who move in a circle of friends who are similar to
themselves. They do not represent the many who are unemployed, have poor literacy
skills and poor social relationships.
Developing a balanced identity

Holcomb ( 1997) emphasises the necessity for deaf children to have access to the Deaf
Community in their early years so as to develop a healthy self-concept as Deaf persons.
According to Holcomb there are seven identity categories a deaf person may fall into
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depending on the amount of exposure that person has had to the Deaf Community.
Holcomb describes these categories as follows:
1. Balanced bilingual -

the deaf person who is equally comfortable in both deaf and

hearing cultures with no particular preference for either culture.
2. Deaf dominant bicultural -

identifies primarily with the Deaf Community but also

has excellent rapport with hearing contacts such as neighbours and co-workers.
Would avoid extended contact with hearing people unless the hearing people had
excellent signing skills.
3. Hearing dominant bicultural -

this person has limited involvement in the Deaf

Community but can interact comfortably with deaf people. Possibly married to a
hearing spouse who has no interest in the Deaf Community.
4. Culturally separate -

refers to the deaf person who prefers to interact with other

deaf people and has minimal contact with hearing people and would only have brief
encounters with hearing people in places of business such as a store.
5. Culturally isolated -

the deaf person who rejects involvement with other deaf

people and may take pride in functioning as a 'hearing' person
6. Culturally marginal -

the deaf person who is comfortable in neither the Deaf

Community or among hearing people. This may be due to lack of signing skills and
lack of knowledge and competence in Deaf Culture. This category could also
include recently deafened persons who are no longer able to understand spoken
conversation but feel equally isolated among new Deaf contacts.
7. Culturally captive -

refers to the deaf person who has been shielded from other

deaf people and exposure to sign. This person may be unaware of the existence of
the Deaf Community and may have never met other deaf people.
Like Carty (1994), Holcomb describes the acquisition of a bicultural identity among
deaf people as an often painful process and describes a number of case studies where
the deaf person undergoes a journey. According to Holcomb, ideally the deaf person's
experience leads them to adopting the position of either one of the first three of the
categories described. Either the person becomes balanced bilingually, has a hearing
orientation as a bilingual person or a deaf orientation as a bilingual person. Having
adopted one of these categories Holcomb believes that the Deaf person is then equipped
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to take control of aspects of his/her life such as mode of communication, type of
language used and quality and quantity of contact with deaf and hearing persons.
Lane ( 1995) identifies the struggle between belonging to the Deaf community or the
hearing community as due to the fact that most deaf children are not easily identified in
childhood as belonging to one position or the other. It has been claimed by the Deaf
community that the native language of all deaf children is sign. Clearly, however, most
deaf children are born to hearing parents whose language is not sign. Deaf adults who
identify with Deaf culture say that a deaf child's life experience will bring them
inevitably into the circle of Deaf culture. Still others maintain that the language and
culture of the child are in principle those of the parent.
Thus it can be seen that broad inclusion of deaf individuals as identifying with the Deaf
Community presents problems. If criteria for inclusion in the Deaf Community are
attendance at a residential school for the Deaf, use of sign language and "attitudinal
deafness" (Rose and Kiger 1995) then there are many mainstreamed hearing-impaired
Oral and hard of hearing people who are not included in such a community. These
individuals may well seek solutions to their deafness that includes accessing
technologies and medical solutions and it is their right to do so.
Hogan ( 1997) claims that many people who become deaf in later life are left to
understand themselves within the tragedy model of disability that places specific
pressure on them to remake themselves as hearing people. According to Hogan, greater
accessibility to publicly funded rehabilitation programs such as cochlear implants as
opposed to disability friendly avenues for personal improvement such as sign language
classes results in pressure on individuals to conform to the tragedy model.
Glass and Elliott (1994) claim that the changes a person experiences in losing hearing
that they once had are so great that the condition can indeed be described as disabling.
Such people, while they may learn to sign, usually in English word order, remain
culturally hearing. Hogan (1997) claims that there is a tendency to see deafness-whether
the person is born deaf or acquires deafness-as personal, social and economic failure. In
contrast Glass and Elliott (1994) have highlighted the difficulties people deafened later
in life have gaining acceptance into the Deaf community Glass and Elliott call upon
both groups, the Culturally Deaf and the culturally hearing but audiologically deaf, to
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come to an understanding of each other's different worlds and to work together to
achieve common political ends while recognising that differences too exist. Hogan
(1997) says there is a need to recognise disability based rehabilitation programs for
what they are; that is political in nature. According to Hogan, the Oralist discourse is a
vehicle of oppression for both deafened individuals and supporters of Deaf culture
because both groups share an experience of having terms of communication dictated by
a culture centred on verbal communication. Hogan encourages both groups to challenge
and derail the discourse that see deafness as failure whether it is personally, socially or
economically.
In response to the tensions an individual may face in commg to terms with their

deafness, Kuntze (1992) has already suggested that there is a point of 'interface' where
the Deaf person becomes comfortable with himself/herself and the hearing community.
The goal of biculturalism is to achieve a satisfactory interface with the
hearing world. The stronger one is as a Deaf person, the more
satisfactory the interface would be. Similar to the process of becoming
culturally Deaf, the process of becoming culturally aware of the hearing
world should be effected in a natural way. The element of naturalness
will come if an opportunity is provided for a gradual transition to
achieve a maximum comfort-level for interface (Kuntze 1992)
Kuntze suggests that the native signing hearing children of Deaf adults (CODAs) may
provide the first point of contact for deaf children with the hearing community and with
individuals, who are presumably positive in their attitudes to deafness and free flowing
in their communication because of their "native language user" status.
This chapter has demonstrated that many Deaf people no longer subscribe to a view of
deafness as disability. Instead they prefer to be treated as equal partners in decisions
about education and the effects that educational programs will have on outcomes for
subsequent generations of Deaf people. Deaf people argue for recognition of their
language and to have it legitimised in the educational context. They call for recognition
of deafness as difference and not disability. They ask for a space for their perspective
and their new discourse to exist alongside already existing discourses. To achieve this
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they have of necessity become political m their methods and critical of existing
discourses, which they view as disabling.
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Chapter Three: Research methodology
The first chapters of this thesis presented the view that central to the position taken in
this thesis is an appreciation of how discourses representing various beliefs and value
systems have shaped the education and lives of Deaf people in the past and how new
discourses are arising to challenge the old. An understanding of these beliefs and values
becomes a starting point for questioning and reframing many of the persistent and
unresolved questions in Deaf education.
From this perspective a research paradigm that can express the concerns of social justice
with a view to addressing social and educational inequalities felt by Deaf people has
been adopted for this thesis. An approach that derives principles from human rights and
equity has been applied to the context of bilingual education for the Deaf.
In the past the medical discourse has dominated descriptions of deafness (Peet 1872,
Furth 1966). This has meant the dominance of "scientific approaches" which have been
concerned to show deafness as a pathological condition. In contrast to this position, the
first part of the thesis analyses and examines the literature that presents the Deaf
Community as a minority group with a language and culture. In this thesis, I take the
stance that a different research paradigm is more appropriate when describing deafness
from a cultural perspective.
Methodology

The use of standardised assessment instruments in the testing of Deaf children has been
discussed in Chapter Two. It was demonstrated how these tests served to describe deaf
and indeed other language minority groups as language deficient. In response to this a
number of other researchers have identified qualitative research procedures as
appropriate when working with the Deaf. Bibby ( 1991) and Bibby and Yewchuk ( 1989)
used interviews when conducting research into giftedness in Deaf students. Mertens
(1990) in a study of science programs for the Deaf used participant observation, semistructured interviews, document reviews and questionnaires. The strength of a
qualitative approach for this study is that the approach lends itself strongly to prolonged
engagement in the research setting while a case study approach offers a window into the
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specifics of a particular situation. This in turn leads to new information about the Deaf
community and the attitudes and values they may hold.

In recent times issues of social inequality have become a central concern in educational
research and an extension of this has been dissatisfaction with the traditional scientific
basis of research. Increasingly researchers have sought to construct a research paradigm
that can express the concerns of social justice with a view to addressing social and
educational inequalities (Macmilan, Semmel and Gerber,1994;0liver, 1998;Riagan and
Shuibhne, 1997;Troyna and Vincent, 1995). Due the cultural orientation of many of the
participants in the study it is my view that this study is best conducted primarily through
a naturalistic/ qualitative approach. Such an approach allows the collection of a broad
number of concerns, perceptions, attitudes and values from the various stakeholders.
The qualitative approach applies more specifically to the second part of the thesis in
which I examine the daily practices and policies of the Thomas Pattison School. The
case study will be used to reflect on the issues identified in the first section and the
literature and programs discussed.
The participants interviewed were predominantly Deaf and hearing teachers in one sign
bilingual program and parents whose children were in this program. Other members of
the Deaf community, academics and administrators have also been interviewed. As the
researcher I am also a main informant in the research process as I had a significant role
in the day to day running of the program and in making decisions affecting the direction
of the program.

Developing the criteria for a culturally inclusive education for the Deaf
In the first phase of the study the philosophic stances of educational programs in
Australia and overseas and the attitudes portrayed in policy documents from the
Institute's history to the present were described. In addition the literature was examined
to discover the overarching concerns of the Deaf community and other stakeholders.
The criteria for a culturally inclusive education was developed from the literature and
from interviews with the key stakeholders (including parents of Deaf children, teachers,
Deaf community members,school principals) who are the advocates of sign bilingual
programs and some of those who are involved in policy implementation and the
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administration of such programs. The first and second stages have been concurrent as
the Thomas Pattison School program was investigated simultaneously with the literature
review. The policy statements of known culturally inclusive programs in Australia and
other countries such as the United States, Canada, Britain and Sweden have been
examined. The information was obtained either through published documents from or
about these programs, or in some cases actual visits to them and through interviews with
their key personnel. Some policy statements of programs were obtained by written
request and received through the mail.
In summary the following were established in Part One of the study:
•

A background and context for the study

•

The philosophic stances of educational programs in Australia and overseas

•

The history of the development of educational programs at the Royal Institute for
the Deaf and Blind through its Annual Reports

•

Concerns of the Deaf community and stakeholders identified from the literature

•

The criteria for a culturally inclusive education for the Deaf from the literature

The following questions have emerged as a result of searching the literature, and
represent the broad concerns of the Deaf community both in Australia and worldwide in
relation to educational programs for the Deaf which are subscribe to a notion of
deafness that can be described in cultural terms. These programs are described under the
generic term bilingual-bicultural programs. The main question emerging is: What is a
culturally inclusive education for the Deaf?
A number of critical questions arise from this:
•

What characteristics have been identified as essential to culturally inclusive
educational programs for the Deaf?

•

How might the culturally inclusive elements of the curriculum be presented in terms
of its delivery?

•

What issues arise in relation to the implementation of the principles or tenets of a
culturally inclusive education program?
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These questions must be asked in a context where the Deaf community does not have
any one voice speaking for all and where the context of the hearing community and the
education system surrounding that community must be taken into account.
This first phase of the study included a critical analysis of the issues relating to the
emergence of the Deaf Community, and its presentation of itself as a cultural-linguistic
minority, as well as its educational aspirations for this cultural view to be considered
and represented in the education of its children.
The macro criteria were which were identified then formed the analysis of the school's
policy and practices carried out in the second phase of the study.
Other perspectives have been sought through interview but to a lesser extent as those
viewpoints have been well expressed in the literature over a long period. Findings from
the literature impacted on the interviews of informants and informant response
sometimes resulted in further examination of the literature to explore any additional
emergent criteria. This forms the initial stage of the study.

The Case Study-theory into practice
Part two of the thesis is concerned with the empirical aspects of the study. It will
describe the methods used to collect data and to identify the ethical and methodological
issues associated with conducting a case study in my own school.
It examines the Thbmas Pattison School as an instance of a culturally inclusive
program. Its policies and practices are assessed in the light of the criteria identified
through the literature to determine in what ways it represents a culturally inclusive
model and to identify the issues involved in attempting to implement this model. The
experiences of the school and its attempt to implement principles of bilingual-bicultural
educational theory have also been used to suggest future directions in sign bilingualism
and the challenges that will need to be addressed.
Case study as a methodology has been strongly defended by Flyvbjerg (2001) who
asserts that there are a series of common misunderstandings related to case studies that
relate to oversimplifications about the nature of the case study as a research method.
Flyvbjerg cites research to demonstrate the strenght of the case study as a methodology
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and asserts that the proximity to reality that the case study entails and the learning
process that it generates for the researcher often constitutes the basis of advanced
understanding. He claims that there are more disciveries stemming from the type of
intense observations made possible by the case study than from statistics applied to
large groups. Flyvbjerg further claims that there has been such an imbalance between
case studies and large samples in favour of the latter that case studies have been put at a
disadvantage in most disciplines. He makes a strong point in saying that a discipline
without a large number of thoroughly executed case studies is a discipline without
exemplars and therefore an ineffective one.
As a case study, this research has also been informed by the writing of Stenhouse
( 1985). He identified four broad styles of case study: ethnographic, evaluative,
educational and action research case studies. The study at Thomas Pattison includes
elements of the evaluative and educational case study approaches.
Stenhouse describes evaluative case studies as a single case or collection of cases
studied in depth with the purpose of providing educational actors or decision makers
(administrators, teachers, parents, pupils) with information that will help them to judge
the merit and worth of policies, programs or institutions. At one level this case study of
Thomas Pattison School will provide educational administrators, teachers and parents
with information about the merits and worth of the policies and practices of the school.
As a public document, the thesis and papers arising from it will provide means for
public scrutiny of the program. The strength of the case study as a research
methodology in the specific instance of the Thomas Pattison School has been my long
engagement with the school as it has developed from Kindergarten to Grade 10. It has
given me the first hand experience of seeing a sign bilingual program for Deaf children
develop and provided a method to understand the complex interplay of many factors
that are part of the whole picture of an evolving school program.
At the level of an educational case study as described by Stenhouse, the understanding
of educational action is enhanced by enriching the debate and discourse of education
and developing educational theory and refining practice, in this case in the area of sign
bilingual education. In the course of the writing of this thesis, a discourse of Deafness to
challenge the medical discourse has been identified and developed in relation to the
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philosophy of the school as well as educational theory relating to the acquisition of
literacy by Deaf children in sign bilingual programs.
Setting and participants
The Thomas Pattison School, which is the subject of the case study, is administered by a
charity, the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children. As an independent private
school, it is required to be registered by the New South Wales Board of Studies and
follows the curriculum set by this Board.
The participants in the case study stage include the key stakeholders, that is the parents
of both deaf and hearing children in the sign bilingual program, teachers/administrators,
Deaf community members, academics and politically active Deaf people. Their views
were sought primarily through interview but also through daily conversations, staff
meetings, parent meetings and anecdotal conversations that were noted as part of my
diary entries.
Participants in this study have not been randomly selected. Rather they have been
selected because it was thought that each individual could contribute to the study either
by their personal involvement in the Thomas Pattison School or their involvement with
educational and cultural issues relating to deafness and the Deaf Community. While
most of the individuals who have been interviewed are supporters of a culturally
inclusive approach to Deaf education, alternate viewpoints have been canvassed as well.
It should be stated that students in the school were not interviewed for the study. When
the study commenced students were only in the elementary grades of schooling. Initial
attempts at gaing the perspectives of students were not fruitful. When asked "How could
the school be improved ?"students responded with answers like "longer lunch breaks'',
"more holidays". However student participation in the program has been noted by
comments from teachers and parents and other stakeholders who had visited the school
and noted particular attributes of the students.
Participants who were interviewed have been presented with a transcript of the interview and have been
given the opportunity to change or retract information. Participants in the research were presented with a
letter that has the ethical clearance of the Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of
Wollongong and the parallel committee from The Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children. This letter
was explained to the participants who signed consent for the agreed material from their interview to be
used.
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Guarantees of confidentiality were important as the participant sample group is small
and individuals could be easily identified. Some participants, particularly those
employed in the Thomas Pattison School program, have indicated their willingness to
have their real names used. This was because they felt they wanted to stand by the
statements they have made and feel a sense of ownership of the program that they want
to be rightly attributed to them. However, fictional names have been used in this thesis
with the exception of significant persons who have been interviewed for the importance
of their opinions to the study or for the role they played in the establishment of the
program.
Issues as participant researcher
From the beginning of my research until the end of 2001 'I was the Principal of the
school that is part of the study. This raised from the beginning issue of power and
culture due to my position and hearing status. Issues of power and giving "voice" in
relation to groups such as children, women, the disabled and minority groups have been
central concerns in recent research (Lincoln 1993; Sparkes 1995). As the author of this
thesis, if I claim to be giving voice to the Deaf and other groups represented in this
research this in itself becomes a mechanism of power and privilege.
Hanson (1992) and Newman (1992) have both written about the researcher as the
instrument where descriptive information about the author, his/her background,
qualifications and training is used to persuade the reader of the author's credibility. The
way we write about ourselves and others will always be problematic. Atkinson (1991)
has suggested that researchers need to develop a reflexive self-awareness of the
convention within which they write.
As the supervisor of the program I was in the position to observe its functioning on a
daily basis, the students were familiar with my presence so that my entry and exit from
the classroom was never a cause for comment. However, it should be said that as
Principal of the School I recognise the unequal power relationship that existed between
myself and every other individual in the program. As such I recognise that I was not a
neutral disembodied voice who was sealed off from the research process. I recognise
that I write largely from a standpoint that has been influenced by social constructionist
and social justice theory and from this viewpoint I believe that Deaf people have been
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disenfranchised in having little voice in their education in the past. I recognise that I am
a hearing person researching a program that has the potential to impact significantly on
the Deaf Community. Implications of being a hearing person mean that there are times
when my voice will not be heard or listened to and there are times when I must be silent
and listen and learn from the voice of authority that comes from the Deaf community.
Additionally I was in a position to influence and implement outcomes of the study, once
again placing me in a position of privilege. As a consequence I have not attempted to
write myself out of the text but recognise that there are specific social and cultural
positions that have shaped my thinking.
Issues in researching the Deaf community
In challenging the issue of research into the Deaf community reflecting prejudicial
perspectives of deafness, Stinson (1994), a Deaf researcher at the National Technical
Institute for the Deaf in Rochester, expresses concerns about the stereotyping of Deaf
people. Stinson (1994) correctly points to the fact that most writing about deafness has
been by "hearing people sharing their own perspectives with other hearing people"
(Stinson 1994 p.19). As a hearing researcher I am outside the Deaf Community.
However, my direct involvement in, and advocacy of, the bilingual-bicultural program
at the Thomas Pattison School may also be regarded as having positioned me with a
bias toward finding favourable outcomes for such a program. However, it also makes
me the object of suspicion by other educators who hold differing philosophical
positions. Additionally, the final form of this work being an academic piece of writing
produced for other academics does not present in a form that is readily accessible to the
Deaf population described within the study. My position in relation to the participants in
the study is described more fully later in this chapter.
Stinson (1994) goes on to say that to read and conduct research about deafness is not
enough. He argues that researchers can only have credibility with the Deaf community
when they can sign well, when they have Deaf friends and join in the activities of the
Deaf community. While these things may be true of myself as the researcher, I was also
in an unequal power relationship with the participants of this study as I represented the
organisation that provides the educational program and was the Head of that program.
Research participants were given the opportunity to ask questions about the research. I
was committed to representing their views and did not use "formal" interviews that
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obscure the voice of the participants. Participants were given the opportunity to deviate
from questions asked, to offer additional comments or withdraw comments that they did
not wish to have represented in the study. While this does not equalise the power
relationship, the academic voice will take the experiences of the participants to a wider
audience. However, it is still my hand that has selected and shaped the quotations and
the text presented.
While the Deaf community reject the use of the term "impairment" and descriptions of
their English usage as "deviant" it is certain that their mode of communication is
different from the surrounding society. With this in view, traditional methods of written
surveys are not appropriate because of the widely differing English proficiency levels in
the Deaf community. This was illustrated at a parent meeting where parents were asked
to participate in a survey to seek their opinions on the place of hearing children of Deaf
adults (CODAs) in the program. Items in the survey had been checked for language
content and its suitability for a Deaf audience, by Deaf personnel working in the
program. Even so, a number of parents had difficulty understanding items in the survey.
This illustrates the difficulty and limitations of any such tools because of the uniqueness
of the group being studied. While the survey instrument may be a widely used and
accepted instrument in many areas of research, the Deaf community are put at a
disadvantage by instruments based on the majority language and culture as would any
group being measured by an instrument not representing their first language.
The availability of assessment tools to use with this very specific population of Deaf
and hearing children (some of whom have Deaf parents) that is found at Thomas
Pattison School is lacking. For instance, determining improvements in Auslan has been
difficult where there is no Auslan testing instrument. An Auslan assessment instrument
is currently under development by the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children but at
this point only a pilot test with a small number of items has been developed. It is not a
matter of simply adopting an existing instrument and translating it into an Auslan
version. This is because questions that may require a Deaf child to perform some action
when translated from English to Auslan may become meaningless or may give the child
the answer. For example, "Put the toy under the table," when translated into Auslan,
indicates to the child where the toy should be put and does not test the same knowledge
that the English statement uttered only through speech would test. Essentially this thesis
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set out to examine the beliefs and attitudes of the Deaf community and other
stakeholders towards educational practices that could be inclusive of Deaf culture. So
this thesis is placed in the mode of a naturalistic study, which is concerned with issues
of social and educational ethics.
Research Design

The most appropriate method of gathering data from the Deaf community is through
interviews conducted in Auslan. This raises the further difficulty of the level of
proficiency of the interviewer in Auslan and the difficulty that one cannot literally sign
to a person and transcribe at the same time. To achieve a faithful record of what is said
by the signing Deaf person, video recording was employed along with an interpreter ·
who could represent the interview questions in Auslan so that the person's signed
communication could later be transliterated into print. Videos will be kept for a period
of five years after the submission of the thesis. They will then be destroyed. This
involved the checks and balances of confirming with the interviewee that the transcript
faithfully represented their thoughts and opinions. A Deaf person was employed to
interview Deaf parents in the program so that the barrier of a hearing person in a
position of power was removed as a source of anxiety. This provided the opportunity for
a greater measure of openness in the responses of the interviewee. This was also done to
minimise the cultural and language differences between interviewer and interviewee as
Ciccorel (1974) describes. He claims that interviews must be understood in the context
that the sociocultural and linguistic background of the researcher and interviewee may
differ. Therefore the researchers understanding of the question and the interviewee's
may be entirely different so a qualified sign language interpreter was used to minimise
the possibility of misunderstanding.
Data Collection

Data were collected over the period 1994 to 2001 through daily observance of the
school, diary entries based on observation and comments by individuals. Minutes of
staff meetings have been kept over the years from the commencement of the school
providing a vast source of information on teacher attitudes and opinions and the
activities of the school. Teacher class programs reflecting pedagogical perspectives
have been kept as records from the inception of the school. Various drafts of the schools
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policy documents exist from the earliest development of policy to a fuller document that
now is in place. Staff consultation took place in the development of this document over
many years so that it reflects the beliefs and attitudes of the whole staff, not solely the
Principal. These documents were supplemented by interviews with participants who
were given the opportunity to revisit the interview questions and revise or add to their
initial statements. Policy documents from the school have also been cited where they
indicate how the school's cultural position has evolved. In addition minutes from
monthly bilingual meetings that take place between the school and the other sections of
the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children have been used to describe policies and
practices that have emerged from discussion and consensus.
Interview questions for parents and teachers differed to capture their particular
perspectives of the school program. Individuals who had played a significant part in the
development of the sign bilingual program were interviewed specifically about
circumstances and events that led to the founding and early development of the
program.
The study has relied on rich descriptions of perspectives that have been contrasting and
divergent. The material collected through interview, staff meetings, journals and
observation have been revisited throughout the study with a view to deriving themes
from highly individual and often very specific events and conversations. These themes
have been linked with the criteria emerging from the first phase of the study to form a
richer and more complete picture of the major issues that face educators currently in the
area of sign bilingualism. These are described in the concluding section of the thesis.
Limitations of the study

A limitation of the study is the fact that the participants or informants have been invited
to contribute to the study by myself. The group has been drawn from key persons in
each area that are known to me from my experience in the field of deaf education. The
participants have been selected because each can contribute from an informed position
relating to current practices in deaf education and from their own experience either of
deafness or in education. While my selection of participants may have a bias, I have
included

peopl~

who work outside my organisation to seek the views of the wider

educational field in the deafness area
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There are, however, limitations with such an approach. Atkinson and Delamont ( 1985),
for instance, have argued that proponents of the case study potentially reject
generalisation through a stress on the unique, the particular and the "instance"(p.38).
They warn of the danger of studies remaining isolated one-off affairs that do not
contribute to cumulative knowledge or developing theoretical insight. While it is not my
intention to avoid comparison, the difficulty of comparison with other programs is
indeed present as there is no other setting that has all the same program characteristics
to make a direct comparison. However, the purpose of a case study is not to measure
"effectiveness" in terms, which would require this.
The first stage of the study provides a context in which the case can be interpreted as
well as the means to offer the case of Thomas Pattison as the basis for critiquing and
elaborating and extending current theories and practices concerning sign bilingual
programs.
While recognising it is not possible to generalise in the statistical sense from one case,
as Yin (1994) points out "analytical generalisation" is appropriate. In this instance it can
be shown that the case of Thomas Pattison supports and extends our understanding of
theory relating to sign bilingualism.
Simons ( 1996) describes the paradox between the study of the singular and the need for
generalisation as a welcome challenge. She describes the case study' s potential for
understanding complexity in certain situations and the corresponding challenge of
generalising from a single case.
One of the advantages cited for case study research is its uniqueness, its
capacity for understanding complexity in particular contexts. A
corresponding disadvantage often cited is the difficulty of generalising
from a single case. Such an observation assumes a polarity and stems
from a particular view of research. Looked at differently from a
wholistic perspective and direct perception there is no disjunction. What
we have is a paradox, which if acknowledged and explored in depth,
yields both unique and universal understanding (Simons 1996, p.225).
Thomas Pattison School as a sign bilingual program has many aspects, which are like
other sign bilingual programs because of the specific composition of its students and
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staff the ability to generalise to other programs is limited. However, many sign bilingual
programs are emerging around Australia and around the world and the experience of the
Thomas Pattison program has applicability to other programs in terms of the criteria that
need to be in place for such programs to operate successfully. And also the specific
practices, which best serve the needs of Deaf children.
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Chapter Four: Conventional approaches to educating Deaf students
This chapter provides a context for the emergence of sign bilingual programs. In
Chapter Two I demonstrated that the Deaf community views itself as a linguistic and
cultural minority group. This group has been critical of educational practices in the past
and is seeking the establishment of programs that reflect the linguistic and cultural
needs of the Deaf community.
In spite of its title this chapter does not attempt to be an exhaustive description of the
great variety of programs that exist in deaf education. Rather it examines programs that
traditionally take an English language or monolingual approach to the education of deaf
students where speech, audition and the acquisition of the English language are the main
preoccupation despite the different modes of delivery that may be adopted. The various
programs described in this chapter maintain currency in the education of Deaf and
hearing-impaired students across the world. However, it should be recognised that all
the main issues, such as teaching of speech and reading and oral versus manual
approaches, have their roots in the education of the deaf going back two hundred years
(Moores 2001). The main thrust of such educational approaches has been based on the
belief that deaf children should be schooled in such a way as to overcome the deficit of
deafness. As a result of this belief practices have been adopted that use the majority
language as the only means of accessing the curriculum. The desired end point for
students is proficiency and achievement in majority language terms. These approaches
have dominated the education of deaf students for the greater part of the history of deaf
education and continue to provide an approach based on a notion of deafness as deficit
to challenge more recently emerged alternatives.
Throughout its history deaf education has been characterised by a variety of approaches
that have been supported with an almost religious zeal and fervour by their proponents.
Supporters of opposing approaches have criticised and denounced each other. In the
past this has been described as the "Oral-Manual" controversy. This term no longer
describes the great variety of options open to parents and students. Even within the
different approaches there are variations. The Oral approach includes the ·Auditory-
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Verbal approach that emphasises the use and training of residual hearing only, while the
more traditional Auditory-Oral approach emphasises the acquisition of skills through
audition and vision. New technology in the form of cochlear implants and high-powered
programmable hearing aids has led to a renaissance of Oral approaches.
The Manual or Simultaneous Communication (SC) approach grew in popularity in the
1970s and 1980s. This approach uses speech and signs at the same time. It was designed
to represent English in a literal sign for word match. Recent research has called into
question the efficacy of English based signed systems. Sign bilingual approaches
advocating the use of natural sign languages have emerged as new players in the field of
deaf education. This chapter discusses some of the arguments for and against some of
the Oral and Simultaneous Communication approaches in order to demonstrate that they
have failed to produce satisfactory outcomes for Deaf students in many cases.

The Emergence of Oralism
The education of deaf_students in the United States began with residential schools where
sign language was used and deaf people were employed as teachers and residential care
workers. The large number of deaf people and children congregated together in these
schools provided an opportunity for sign language to flourish as well as Deaf Culture.
Power (1999) argues that this may have been more apparent than real with signing being
relegated to use outside the classroom rather than in the classroom. However, after the
Milan Congress in 1880, the Oral approach became dominant in classrooms and fewer
Deaf people were employed, as they were not seen as good speech and language models
for deaf students (Winzer 1997).
At the Congress in Milan educators of the deaf, by adroit meeting stacking and "creative
chairmanship," voted to reject signing and embrace Oralism, the teaching of deaf
students through speech and lipreading as the superior mode of educating deaf students
(Tarra 1880, Stewart 1982). This has been described in more detail in Chapter Two. The
Milan Congress was to influence the direction of education for the deaf for the next
eighty years and can still be seen reflected in the practices in education for the deaf in
New South Wales, Australia and elsewhere in the world.

73

The Oral Communication philosophy maintained that deaf chlldren must learn to
communicate through listening, speech and lip reading and Sign language went
'underground' as it was not officially sanctioned or acknowledged as a medium for
instruction (Sacks 1990). In Australia, for instance, early educators of the Deaf, like
Pattison in New South Wales and Rose in Victoria who were Deaf themselves, most
certainly used signs. Power (1999) has argued that this was unlikely to be sign language
as we know it now but may have been a mixture of methodological sign and a
considerable amount of fingerspelling. However, the influence of these early exponents
of signing in Australia was to be short lived as Pattison was sacked after only five years
as superintendent of the school (Plowman 1984) but Rose carried on into the 1890s.

Total Communication and Simultaneous Communication
The dominance of Oralism continued until the 1960s. In the United Kingdom this was
largely due to what Montgomery (1979) called "the monolithic solidarity of educational
theory" (p.812) in schools for the deaf in Britain. This claim can be understood in the
context of the teacher training current at the time. Many teachers were trained at
Manchester University, which taught specifically that the manual language of the deaf
must be suppressed in order for oral skills such as speech and lipreading to develop.
Many other teachers did the Licentiate of the British Association of Teachers of the
Deaf, which also had an oral focus. In 1970, Oralism was vigorously challenged at the
International Conference for Educators .of the Deaf in Stockholm by Roy Holcomb, a
Deaf person, who presented the concept of Total Communication (TC). It was not until
sometime later (see below) that a definition of TC became commonly accepted.
Delaney, Stuckless and Walter (1984), writing at a later time, report that in the late
1960's some programs that had formerly been purely oral began to introduce sign,
particularly with older students. Mindel and Vernon (1974) on the basis of a review of
research and clinical experience concluded that most profoundly deaf children did not
have the capacity to learn language through audition and that continuous efforts in this
area were an exercise in futility. These criticisms of the Oral approach led to the
beginning of a new era of experimentation with sign and speech, which was to become
Total Communication (TC). The interest of personnel at The Royal Institute for Deaf
and Blind Children in Sydney in developments in deaf education led it to send its
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Superintendent Dennis Plowman to Britain in 1973 to investigate the effects of TC.
There is no record of whether Plowman then implemented TC in the school for the deaf.
However, the school was using a form of sign language in the late 1970s and certainly
through the 1980s when I taught there for a period of three years (1980-1982).
Following Holcomb's presentation in Stockholm, Total Communication (TC) as a
concept gradually gained acceptance in educational circles throughout the 1970s (Clarke
1972). By combining speech and sign with audition and lipreading, the Total
Communication approach was seen as having aspects of communication than any deaf
child could access regardless of degree- of hearing loss. Almost a century after the
Congress of Milan, a decision taken by the World Congress for the Deaf in Paris on
1971 stated that Total Communication is the optimum method of obtaining integration
of the deaf within the hearing community (Plowman, 1985). Throughout the 1970s and
1980s Total Communication assumed increasing prominence in the education of the
deaf.
Evans (1982) described TC as encompassing a wide network of activities, but spoken
language, fingerspelling, signing, and written language were to be the linguistic core.
The 1976 Conference of Educational Administrators Serving the Deaf (CEASD)
adopted the following definition:
Total Communication is a philosophy incorporating appropriate aural,
manual and oral modes of communication in order to ensure effective
communication with and among hearing-impaired persons (Garretson
1976 p.88).
The most common form of Total Communication, referred to as Simultaneous
Communication (SC), combines the use of amplification, speechreading, signs (both
I

Signed English and Pidgin Signed English) and fingerspelling to provide every possible
means for deaf students to access the language of the community. The students in turn
are able to respond in whatever mode they can best express themselves (Stewart 1992).
Stewart ( 1982) describes Simultaneous Communication as follows
In theory, it reflects an attitude embraced by teachers, parents and
children to allow them to use any available means of communication to
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express a thought. Thus it is a philosophy that urges not how one
communicates but that one communicates effectively. In practice,
Simultaneous Communication calls for parents and teachers to develop
their skills, and those of a child, to utilize various abilities of
transmitting and receiving information (p.139)
The Simultaneous Communication (SC) approach emphasises exposure to language
through an unimpaired visual channel that uses manual forms (signing and
fingerspelling) as well as lipreading and amplification. The signing used in this system
represents Standard English and signs are manufactured to represent the word order and
morphology of English. The major thrust behind manual codes of English used in SC is
to expose students to a grammatically correct form of English so that in tum these
students will internalise the rules of English (Drasgow and Paul 1995).
Two nationwide surveys in the United States reported by Jordan, Gustason and Rosen
( 1979) indicate that the trend toward Total Communication (TC) increased in the late
1970s. This included attempts by some schools to standardise the signs within their
programs. Some schools even adopted particular texts on Manual English in an attempt
to standardise signs within their school.
Two areas of research influenced the movement to SC. The first was the evidence that
deaf children of deaf parents who were exposed to signing in their home as well as in
the school environment scored higher on

ac~demic

measures than those in Oral only

environments (Meadow, 1968; Stevenson, 1964; Stuck.less & Birch, 1966; Brasel and
Quigley, 1977; Hyde and Power, 1996; Vernon and Koh, 1970). The second was based
on research that found that greater comprehension of information was achieved when
presented in signs alone, or in multimodal presentations that included sign, than in
presentations that had no sign (Carson & Goetzinger 1975; Klopping, 1972; Moores,
Weiss & Goodwin 1973).

In addition there was widespread dissatisfaction with Oral only approaches amongst
groups such as the National Association of the Deaf in the United States, the Deaf
Community and parent groups who enthusiastically supported SC. Stewart (1992)
reports that by the mid-1980s, 80 per cent of all profoundly deaf and 75 per cent of all
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severely deaf students in the U.S.A. were receiving instructions in signs with or without
speech.
Research on the effectiveness of the Simultaneous Communication Model

While Simultaneous Communication (SC) has ridden a wave of popularity and still
significantly influences education for the deaf around the world, a proliferation of
studies have led to ongoing questioning of the method and its actual implementation and
practices (Bernstein, Maxwell and Matthews 1985; Leutke-Stahlman 1988; Marmor and
Pettito1979; Mayer and Lowenbraun 1990; Strong and Charlson 1987).
Criticisms of this approach have included a questioning of the system's heavy
dependence on the spoken signal for comprehension of the message that favours
students with useable residual hearing. In addition, studies have found that the signing
ability of the teacher does not keep pace with the flow of speech and that word endings
and tenses are often deleted, so that the sign message suffers (Leutke-Stahlman 1988;
Strong and Charlson, 1987). The result was that students saw degraded signing and their
academic input was compromised not through their own lack of effort but because they
were presented with an imperfect model. Early research into the grammaticality of
teachers' manual representations of English by Kluwin (1981) found that in their
signing behaviours functionality took precedence over form; that is, teachers placed
communication ahead of the form of that communication. Kluwin found that more
experienced teachers tended to adopt natural language alternatives (American Sign
Language) because of the limitations placed on them by the representational Signed
English systems. Kluwin concluded that if the purpose of such systems was to provide
deaf children with a model for reading and writing English, then clearly the lack of
consistency had to bring this model into serious question.
More recently in Denmark, Hansen (1994) described how teachers of the deaf were not
able to understand their own signed and spoken communication when it was video taped
and the tapes were presented to them with the sound turned down. The same group of
teachers realised that they never consistently portrayed the Danish language with all the
grammatical patterns necessary for full understanding. Because their signing speed
could not keep pace with their speech, they omitted some signs and significant
grammatical information. The result was that students received an imperfect version of
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the Danish language and tended to mix Danish Sign Language with Danish as neither
language was clear (Hansen 1994).
Support for Simultaneous Communication (SC)

More recently, however, there has been some evidence to suggest that SC models can be
effective in communicating an accurate language model. Hyde and Power (1991)
reported a higher rate of speech to sign correspondence than most previous studies
whose methodologies have been recognised as flawed (Leutke-Stahlman 1988; Marmor
& Pettito 1979, Strong & Charlson 1987). Hyde and Power found a high (more than 90

per cent) level of accuracy between teachers' signed and spoken utterances but with
some resultant slowing of the rate of speech when compared to normal flowing speech.
This indicated that skilled teachers were able to achieve a high degree of word to sign
correspondence. These findings have been supported by further research in the
Australian context. An Australian study by Leigh and Hyde (1994) examined two
questions in regard to the educational effectiveness of SC: How effectively teachers
could present spoken and Signed English? What were the outcomes in terms of English
language acquisition for deaf students? They found two variables that determined the
accuracy of the delivery of speech and sign. From a group of 30 subjects it was found
that experienced teachers were significantly more able to produce accurate speech and
sign simultaneously, indicating that training and practice are significant factors in the
ability to produce sign and speech simultaneously with a high degree of accuracy.
Additionally the age/grade level of the students being instructed also affected speed and
accuracy of delivery of SC. Teachers of lower grade levels were able to deliver more
accurate speech/sign matches. This research supported the findings of Hyde and Power
(1991) and Mayer and Lowenbraun (1990) that an accurate representation of English
syntax is possible in simultaneous speech and sign delivery.
Simultaneous Communication and language modelling

Two recent studies point to specific issues in the production of SC. In a recent paper
Kunze ( 1998) claimed that for teachers of deaf students the belief that learning English
as the greatest need of deaf students is so deeply ingrained that they believe that Manual
English and written English are the same thing. It could be seen that even when a
signing approach was used, a preoccupation with the majority language was foremost in
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the mind of many educators of Deaf students. Kunze reported on LaBue's (1995)
extended ethnographic study of the language interaction of a hearing teacher and her
middle school aged students. LaBue (1995) found that when a hearing person tries to
sign and speak simultaneously, the linguistic structure of sign "is constrained and overruled by speech to the extent that its capacity for presenting systematic syntactic
structure and conveying complex curricular context is significantly limited" (p.168).
According to LaBue, the signing of most teachers was speech driven (their first
language) and the signed signal was compromised to the extent that it did not achieve
what it set out to do; that was, to give a signed representation of accurate syntax.
The experience of Hyde and Power (1991) indicated the contrary, however. They found
that with Signed English the speech was sign driven with teachers unnaturally slowing
their speech to accommodate to their level of signing. If many teachers do sign poorly,
as the research suggested, then the quality of the curriculum content that students were
able to access as a result is thrown into doubt. This point was also taken up by
Swanwick ( 1996), in a study of teacher language use in English teaching. She found that
the teacher frequently switched between British sign Language (BSL) and Manually
Coded English (MCE) without marking the language switch for the learners. She also
found that incorrect English or restricted English was used when an English rule or
structure was explained in MCE. Swanwick stressed that to meet the needs of deaf
students as English as a second language learners, the role of MCE needs to be spelled
out so it can be used advantageously. This necessitated the avoidance of the arbitrary
mixing of BSL and spoken English and thus the compromising of both languages.
Clearly, the issue continues to be that of inexpert signers who try to make up for their
inadequacies by presenting an unsatisfactory sign system that does not faithfully
represent a language. Indeed, the sign system itself may be so flawed as to be
inadequate to meet the linguistic demands placed on it. This may be particularly true of
the form of Signed English used in Australia where the limited sign vocabulary has
often been pointed out. The conceptually inappropriate use of signs in the Australian
context is discussed further in the

~ection

under Signed English.

Another issue raised by Leigh and Hyde (1996) was teachers' use of fingerspelling.
Writing in the Australian context, Leigh and Hyde reported that the Australasian Signed
English system consists of approximately 3,000 uninflected signs. They suggested this
79

limited sign lexicon results in insufficient lexical diversity unless a significant amount
of fingerspelling is used to augment communication. Significantly, in a study that
involved 50 teachers Leutke-Stahlman found that they only fingerspelt about 6.5 per
cent of the time. Hyde and Power (1991), in a study of only four lower primary school
teachers, found that they fingerspelt only 1.8 per cent of words spoken. Leigh and Hyde
(1996) concluded that the inadequacies of teachers' use of fingerspelling may be an
impediment to the accessing of English and the development of language. The sign
lexicon is limited this means that teachers need to fingerspell more to introduce students
to language that is more challenging and to extend their vocabulary and range of
language experiences. However, it seems that teachers' used minimal fingerspelling and
instead teachers relied on the signs they knew and felt competent to produce. It may be
that teachers in the study were not fluent or confident fingerspellers and they found
fingerspelling was a more demanding task.
Another aspect of SC, which does not match the spoken characteristics of English, has
been described by Israelite and Ewoldt (1992) and also by Hyde and Power (1991). In a
review of the literature on bilingual-bicultural education for the Deaf, Israelite and
Ewoldt cite the Swedish research that indicates that the use of Simultaneous
Communication often ignores the intonations and rhythm of spoken language when it is
used by interpreters or hearing signers. However, SC was still shown to be more
comprehensible to Deaf students than oral-only communication. This would be seen by
proponents of SC as support for the use of this method while overlooking some of the
other areas of concern that have been raised about its effectiveness. Many of these relate
to the limitations of the signed systems themselves. These various systems have been
generically described as Signed English.

Signed English
Any discussion of Simultaneous Communication must include a discussion of Signed
English, as some form of Signed English is usually a component of any Simultaneous
Communication approach. The term Signed English is given to a variety of signing
codes used to represent Standard English. Leutke-Stahlman (1993) claims that, while
the term Signed English is in wide usage, there are no definitions in the literature. That
these various forms are codes and not languages should be stressed. Signed English in
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its various forms uses a number of tense markers and plural markers that are added to
signs presented in English word order. These tense and plural markers are artificial
signs that are not used in Auslan or other natural sign languages.
A form of Signed English began with a teacher in the United States named David
Anthony. He was the first to develop a manual system called Seeing Essential English,
or SEEl, (Gilman, Davis and Raffin, 1980) in an effort to teach his students English
more easily (Branson and Miller 1991). Following his lead others developed variations
of manually encoded English, including Signing Exact English or SEE II (Gustason,
Pfetzing & Zawolkow 1980; Leutke-Stahlman 1988; Deal and Thornton 1985) and
Signed English (Bornstein and Saulnier 1981). Signed English relies on a manual
alphabet, signs borrowed from American Sign Language (or Auslan in the Australian
context) and contrived signs to indicate tense, indicators, pronouns and the like. Signed
English is the mode used in the TC classroom and is based on written English.
Generally speaking Signed English systems use one sign for every word with additional letters or
contrived signs added to a sign to indicate plurals and tenses. It does not represent spoken English with all
its colloquialisms; rather it is more rigid and structured like the written word. Furthermore, Signed
English is rarely used by Deaf people, who identify with the Deaf Community.

As has already been stated, Sign systems such as Signed English and the variety of other
signing systems based on conformity to the grammar of English are not languages per se
rather but are visual representations of written English. While Signed English and the
SC concept were embraced by educators in the 1970s and 1980s as a solution to the
disappointing outcomes for Deaf students under Oral only approaches, one questions
why they have not been more successful.
There have been numerous arguments against the use of Signed English in the education
of Deaf children. For instance, Stewart and Akamatsu (1988) have argued that the
switch to Signed English in the education of Deaf children has not been a solution to the
learning of language. Stewart and Akamatsu (1988) further claim that even though
students do begin to use Standard English construction when taught using Signed
English, they never become competent in English to the degree of a native speaker.
The question as to why Signed English systems have not been more successful has been
answered in part by Marie Philip (1996) from the Learning Center at Framingham. She
claims that Signed English fails Deaf people because it does not carry visual
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information in the way that American Sign Language (ASL) does. She gives the
example of question forms in English and ASL. In English the Deaf student has to
observe the whole Signed English sentence before becoming aware that it is a question
and in fact has to refer back to the beginning of the sentence to ascertain that it is a
question. In ASL, however, the question is indicated in the facial expression of the
signer as the question is expressed and by the use of a sign both at the beginning and
end of the sentence to indicate a question; for example, "Why did you skip class why?"
Philip (1996) says that the difficulty students experience when faced with a
simultaneous signed and spoken message is the conflict of the linear and the spatial and
the competing signals that are vying for their attention. This view concurs with that
expressed by Paul and Drasgow (1998) who also argue that Deaf students have
difficulty processing the manufactured signed portions of various signed systems. This
may then mean that they are unable as a consequence to internalise the grammatical
rules of English that these very systems are intended to represent. They claim that deaf
students can look at English-based signing for years and still be unable to extract that
structure and translate it into written English.
Paul and Drasgow argue that ASL-English bilingual programs need to be a serious
consideration for deaf students who cannot access the spoken component of Signed
English systems. However, they add the proviso that empirical research needs to
establish whether ASL-using deaf children can really learn English as a second
language, when English is only presented in the written form with explanations of its
grammar m the native sign language. This remains a challenge for sign bilingual
programs.
Is Signed English linguistically appropriate?
Research relating to the use of Signed English systems in Simultaneous Communication
has largely centred on the ability of teachers to deliver accurate signing that
syntactically matches their speech production. While this is obviously an area of critical
importance, another area is generally overlooked by researcher preoccupation with
accuracy and speed of delivery.

Dr~sgow

and Paul (1995) claim that research needs to

focus not so much on whether the signed and spoken input is complete but whether this
input is linguistically appropriate. Drasgow and Paul (1995) have questioned whether
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the signed input of any particular Signed English system provides enough structure to
be considered a language.
A study by Supalla ( 1990) which tested the learnability of Signed Exact English (SEE
II) (Gustason, Pfetzing & Zawolkow 1980) and New Zealand Sign Language (NZSL)
made a significant discovery. In the first part of the study, hearing participants not
familiar with any sign language were asked to reveal how many discrete signs they
perceived when viewing samples of SEE Il. The hearing participants interpreted SEE Il
linearly affixed signs as two separate signs rather than part of one sign.
In the second phase of the study, three groups were selected who had no knowledge of

NZSL. One group consisted of deaf ASL users, another of experienced SEE Il hearing
signers and another group of hearing participants with no knowledge of any sign
system. The subjects were presented with NZSL signs in a linearly affixed sequential
combination to represent SEE Il morphology. They were also presented with NZSL in a
nonlinear way similar to ASL morphology. The results showed that both deaf and
hearing subjects saw linearly affixed signs as two separate signs but saw the nonlinear
affixed signs as one sign. The results are significant because they show that learners of
SEE II are unable to properly identify single sign units, an ability which is necessary for
any subsequent language acquisition. However, with SEEl and Signed English and in
particular Australian Signed English, fingerspelling is used for bound morphemes.
While similar research has not been conducted on these forms of SC it may be that the
results would be different.
The fact that the linearly affixed morphology of Signed English systems appears
unnatural and can confuse language acquisition has been noted by Maxwell ( 1987) who
gave examples of deaf children's writing where random patterns of morpheme use have
occurred. Examples of such random use include "Santa Claus come to town ing" and
"Write that name ing there" (Drasgow & Paul 1995, p.89). Power (2002) has suggested
that this may be a developmental phase and may eventually be righted as the child gains
more experience with the English language.
The awkwardness of many Signed English coinages which arise when one sign is
applied consistently when it may have many homophones in English has been pointed
out by Power (1993, 1995). A teacher at the Thomas Pattison School recently
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demonstrated the inadequacy of Signed English to carry the meanmg of a text to
children being read a story. The teacher does not use Signed English but gave the
example by way of illustrating some of the conceptual difficulties that present with its
use. Examples from the children's text included "She came up to him," "The witch went
after him" (she chased him), "She kicked him hard." In addition, the phrase "BOOMPSA-DAISY" occurred with frequency in the story. The difficulty experienced here with
Signed English was that the signs for "came" and "up" used together do not convey the
meaning of walking up to a person. Only a sophisticated user of the language would
understand the intended meaning. Similarly the sign for "went" is the sign that meanspast tense of go and the sign for "after" implies time in the future. The combination of
the two signs in Signed English does not convey the idea of the witch chasing a person.
Similarly with the Signed English sign for 'hard'. The sign in Signed English is the sign
that carries meaning in the sense of 'hard" as in 'difficult' not 'hard' as in 'with force'.
Thus "the witch kicked him hard" in Signed English conveys that somehow the kick
was associated with 'difficulty,' which is not the sense of the story at all. Therefore, to
use Signed English with young deaf children who are not sophisticated users of the
English language is a difficult and confusing process.
The Dictionary of Australasian Signs (Jeanes and Reynolds, 1982) while attempting to
be a systematic way of presenting Signed English failed to include the Deaf community
as equal partners in its compilation (Carty 1994a). The adoption of one sign for one
word has meant that there have been many incongruous sentences constructed which
fail to transmit meaning accurately in Signed English and are conceptually misleading
in the type of signs used; for example
•

A can of soft drink - (sign for 'to be able to do')

•

'He ran after me' -

(signed as, he ran after me in a time sense,

when the sentence meant he chased me).
In the Australian context, Johnston ( 1998) has criticised the inadequate linguistic
research behind the Signed English movement. He argues that energy and time were
wasted inventing signs when adequate Auslan signs existed and that Signed English
advocates did not understand that through lexical expansion, sign modulation (with or
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without facial expression) and doubling, a far greater lexicon of signs was available to
them. By inventing signs they once again alienated the Deaf Community. According to
Johnston, the greater proportion of invented signs relate to past tense and past participle
forms of English.
In Australia the development of Signed English over the period from the early 1970's to

the 1980' s saw an attempt to introduce a situation where sign language was
standardised. This meant that one sign represented one word in English. While Deaf
people were consulted in the formation of the Dictionary of Australasian Signs, it is not
clear how much information they had about Total Comffiunication. Carty ( 1994a),
writing in Australia, claims that while it appeared that there was a balance between Deaf
and hearing people in the process of developing Signed English this was in fact not the
case.
One group, the majority, consisted of native users of a powerful and
widely used language, invested with all the decision-making powers in
the education of deaf children. The other group was a minority, native
users of an unrecognised language, with no decision-making power in
the education of Deaf children. The underlying premise was that the
language of this minority was inexact and inadequate (at least for
teaching), indeed not a real language, but that it could somehow be
whipped into shape if it was

~ntrusted

to the 'experts' (Carty, 1994a,

p.19).
Power ( 1997), also writing in Australia, has likewise recognised the awkwardness and
semantic unacceptability of some Signed English coinages where only one sign is used
when the English word carries multiple meanings. The example given by Power is the
word "run" which can mean to move fast on foot, to score a run in cricket or a run in a
stocking etc. Power suggests that the incorporation of more Auslan-like features such as
use of space, facial expression and body movement may in all likelihood be
incorporated into Signed English.
The debate about Signed English has centered largely on the ability of teachers to
deliver an accurate and fluent sign/word match. However, a number of authors have
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raised questions about second language acquisition being dependent on comprehensible
input of that second language (Cummins 1989; Supalla 1990; Maxwell 1987).
Some researchers (LaBue 1995) have suggested that from an educational perspective
Signed English systems depend heavily on speech driving the communicative message
to the point where in many cases the sign becomes degraded. Such a system favours
students who have some residual hearing but those who are relying totally on sign for
the message see degraded signing. As mentioned already, Hyde and Power (1991) have
suggested that teachers' level of skills in sign drives their speech which then becomes
stilted and unnatural. It can be seen from the examples given that Signed English often
represents incomplete linguistic input and is often not well understood by those for
whom it is intended.
Maxwell ( 1990) states, "something has to give when one attempts to use speech and
sign simultaneously" (p.344). However, Maxwell disagrees with the view that the
message cannot be conveyed when speaking and signing simultaneously. She argues
that when signed and spoken messages are analysed at the semantic level instead of
semantic or morphological levels that manually coded systems do convey the message.
From the research so far reported, it is clear that SC has a number of limitations. These,
however, often have to do with the quality of delivery. Mallery-Ruganis and Fischer
(1991) point to ways of making SC more effective as a method. They found that
maintaining the voiced message was important in reducing the effect of sign deletions
by users of SC. They also found that semantically inappropriate signs can interfere with
meaning and that matching signs to English words at a deep rather than a superficial
level was important. Fingerspelling was significant for supporting signs that have
several English synonyms. They also suggest that effective SC should include
grammatical features from American Sign Language (ASL) where these are consistent
with English word order. These authors state that the most significant features
contributing to successful SC were clear lip movements, fingerspelling of potentially
ambiguous signs, eye contact and the use of facial expressions, the latter two being
particularly significant for grammatical purposes such as role shift. These authors go on
to say that they believe that the development of good SC skills depends crucially on
exposure to good models of ASL in which natural meaning-based English signing is
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grounded. Mallery-Ruganis and Fischer are writing in a context where they are working
with college age students who have come from a variety of school backgrounds where
SC is predominantly used. Their interest lies in investigating how effective SC can be
and their recommendations include exposure to good ASL models early in sign
instruction and see exposure to ASL as a form of remediation for adult learners who
have already acquired SC.
Conflict between Signed English and native sign

Stewart and Akamatsu (1988) maintain that there are fundamental reasons why ASL
and Signed English approaches are destined to remain as oppositional forces in deaf
education. They argue that English, which is primarily an auditory language, cannot be
manipulated by Signed English systems to replace the communication function of the
visually based ASL. They say that because English is so strongly identified as the
language of the hearing world that it never will beconie a part of Deaf culture, whether
in signed or spoken form. ASL will remain the primary means of communication among
signing Deaf people because of its unique cultural ch.aracteristics and because it serves
the communication and social needs of Deaf people.
More recent research by these same authors (Akamatsu and Stewart 1995) suggests that
on occasion the signed signal and the spoken signal may be in conflict with each other.
This would appear to support the experience reported also by Philip ( 1996). Akamatsu
and Stewart suggest that the rigid definition of Simultaneous Communication where
both signals must be completely parallel with each other may be too narrow for practical
use. They suggest that as people become more bilingually and bimodally competent that
they will be able to self-correct so that signals are not conflicting. They also refer to the
style shifts that occur only when there are deaf and hearing communicators and that
these shifts appear to have an English base. The desired end point according to
Akamatsu and Stewart is a greater degree of automaticity in users of SC so that a stable
form of English that can be used in signed face-to-face communication will emerge.
In contrast to the difficulty many deaf people have exhibited in learning Signed English,

the great facility many Deaf people exhibit with native sign languages indicates that
these languages are easier for Deaf people to acquire. As language acquisition for the
deaf has always been the challenge for educators of deaf students, the facility with
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which the deaf acquired these languages is certainly one argument in favour of their use
in educational settings.
An objection from the Deaf Community to the use of Signed English systems is that
they ensure the continued dependence of the Deaf on their teachers who become the
power base for spoken and written language as well as the legitimate form of signed
language when Signed English is used. Their objection is that the educational power
base continues to be vested in hearing professionals while Deaf people who regard
themselves as the true gatekeepers of their language are told what sign to use and what
signs are acceptable. Corker (1997), a Deaf person and editor of the journal Deaf
Worlds, asserts that while Manually Coded English holds the status and prestige of
standard English, it has no known community of users.

Have conventional programs made a difference?
National surveys in the U.S.A. have shown that the average deaf high school student has
the academic achievement of regular students half his or her age. Studies conducted in
the 1960s in the U.S.A. and Canada demonstrated that the vast majority of persons born
deaf did not acquire functional language competence even after many years of schooling
(Furth 1966). These studies showed that between the ages of 10 and 16 the deaf, on
average, did not advance even one full grade in reading ability. A demographic study
conducted by Trybus and Karchmer (1977) showed that only 10 per cent of hearingimpaired students in the United States reached an eighth grade reading level by age
fourteen.
A comparison of 1974 and 1983 academic achievement scores of deaf students showed
that this disadvantage had not changed (Schildroth & Karchmer 1986). According to
McLoughlin (1982), only one-third of the hearing-impaired population in the United
States had high school diplomas as compared with 75 per cent of all black students who
completed high school. This indicated that in education the Deaf were still behind other
minorities. Further evidence for this view is cited by Holdcomb, Coryell and Rosenfield
(1992) in their discussion of the 1988 report to the U.S.A. Commission on Education of
the Deaf. The report concluded that the status of education of the Deaf was
unacceptable and characterised by inappropriate priorities and inadequate resources.
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Liddell and Johnson (1990) were critical of Leutke-Stahlman's (1988) claim that Total
Communication worked for some children. After approximately two decades of TC,
they point to the Center for Assessment and Demographic Studies results of 1991 that
indicated that only seven per cent of deaf children nationally in the U.S.A. were
performing at or above grade level and that similar percentages persisted from grade
three to graduation. Allen (1994) cited surveys conducted by Gallaudet' s Center for
Assessment and Demographic Studies indicating that approximately fifty per cent of
deaf High School students were reading below fourth grade level on graduation. Paul
and Jackson (1993) claimed that the reading ability of deaf students when they left high
school was on average six to seven years behind that of their hearing peers. Holt (1993)
also reported that eighteen-year-old deaf and hard of hearing students had an average
reading age between third and fourth grade levels. These figures are no different to the
landmark Babbidge Report ( 1965) more than 30 years before.
With a more positive view about outcomes, Delaney, Stuckless and Walter (1984)
reported on a ten-year study they conducted on students' achievement levels and
communication skills in St Mary's School for the Deaf in Buffalo, New York. The
school decided to implement TC after drawing on surveys of parents, school staff,
employers, school leavers and other deaf adults. The purpose of the study was to report on faculty perceptions of the effects of TC on student performance and classroom
communication, and changes in the academic achievement and communication skills of
students attending the school. The outcomes reported appear to be positive. However,
what also needs to be taken into account are other modifications made, for instance,
extra speech training, better amplification and new curricula in major areas like
mathematics, science and language. In addition, while the rate of learning of St Mary's
students and the quality of communication between staff and pupils improved, the
achievement of seventeen year olds in the study on average only matched eighth grade
level of performance. The implications were that high school graduates still had
deficiencies in mathematics and reading that would cause them difficulties when
wanting to access higher education and also in the workforce.
This finding is consistent with the findings of various national surveys in the U.S.A. and
Canada. These surveys suggest that the academic achievement of deaf school leavers
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has not improved significantly over a period of more than 30 years and despite the rise
and fall of various teaching methodologies during those years.

In Britain there have been no major research studies of the achievements of British Deaf
children since Conrad in 1979 (Powers, Gregory and Thoutenhoofd 1999). These
authors also state that there is no evidence to demonstrate an overall significant
improvement in the education of deaf children since Conrad's study. They also point out
that in Britain there is no identification of the performance of Deaf children in the
General Certificate of Secondary Education or National Curriculum Tests. The situation
has been the same in New South Wales where tracking the performance of Deaf
students on state-wide tests has only recently commenced. There are no known national
studies of the academic performance of Deaf children in Australia.
However, in contrast there have been some competing claims that there is some
evidence of improvement in academic outcomes for deaf students. Moores (2001 ),
reporting results in the U.S.A., claims that there is evidence of improved outcomes in
Stanford Achievement Test (SAT) scores from 1974, 1983 and 1990 with results
showing a ten-year-old in 1990 performing as well as a twelve-year-old in 1974.
Improved results have also been associated with new models of educational service
provision, specifically the claims of co-enrolment programs. These claims will be
examined in Chapter Five.
In summary

The Total Communication philosophy has been criticised from a variety of standpoints.
A fairer assessment of its value as an educational and communication mode for
educating deaf students would take into account that it has probably seldom been
applied under optimum conditions.
In the past schools for deaf children switched their practices from Oral methods to TC,
often with little preparation and training of teachers. Teachers were expected to embrace
TC as a philosophy without clear understanding or awareness or even the skills to
deliver it. Teachers who had taught under Oral methods and were never truly convinced
that they should change to TC were expected to adopt this methodology and learn to
sign, which many never accomplished to any degree of expertise. The TC movement
was characterised by a lack of research in situ and designed with a view to assessing and
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monitoring the outcomes. As dissatisfaction with TC as a methodology increased,
variations and alternatives were introduced that sometimes included the use of some
natural sign languages and the use of 'pidgin' sign to attempt to facilitate what was not
being achieved. This in the opinion of Leigh (1999) led to a downward spiral in the
quality of practice.
Major concerns over issues in Simultaneous Communication have been aired by several
studies.
•

Teacher level of proficiency in signing. Teachers may profess to be signing using a
particular sign system but in reality their skills may be poor so that the sign message
is incomplete (Drasgow and Paul 1995).

•

Lack of standards and accountability for teacher signing ability. In the past training
courses usually exposed student teachers to some sign but there was rarely any
examination requirement. Teachers with poor signing were often placed with
signing classes regardless of their signing ability (Leigh 1995).

•

Reduction in the natural rate of speech that accompanies signing. Many teachers
have difficulty in signing and speaking simultaneously. As a result they slow their
speech to be able to match their signing ability (Drasgow and Paul 1995).

•

SC may represent inadequate or inappropriate linguistic input. Studies have shown
that many teachers do not typically use all. the tense markers and plural endings
required in a SC situation. In addition, words are often dropped so that signed and
spoken output are not the same. This results in an incomplete linguistic picture for
the student. It may be that English- based signing lacks some of the significant
features found in natural languages. For example, signed English lacks some of the
attributes of American sign Language (ASL) that allows the simultaneous
presentation of complex morphology that has to be presented sequentially in signed
English (Johnson et al 1994). Furthermore Signed English systems may have major
structural limitations that prevent the development of English language competence
as these systems cannot convey English at the phonological level (Fleetwood and
Metzger 1998). The most basic unit conveyed by Signed English systems is the
morpheme while the most basic unit conveyed by English speakers is the phoneme.

91

Thus Deaf individuals exposed to Signed English systems do not visually receive
complete linguistic information about English.
Despite these problems Hyde and Power (1991) feel that it is premature to abandon the
use of Signed English in the education of Deaf students but they add the following
condition:
In terms of the communication methodologies, it seems essential that

teachers be able to produce the required communication conditions for
simultaneous communication in the classroom. If implementing the most
common

communication

practice

used

with

the

Simultaneous

Communication philosophy results in consistent deletion of some signed
elements, the development of English in deaf children could be
adversely affected (p.383).
Power ( 1997) claims that many educators are now sympathetic to the greater use of
Auslan instead of Signed English in programs to enhance students' personal and social
development and sense of identity. However, there are still reservations among
educators about the notion that learning of academic subjects is best done through
Auslan and that English is best taught through reading and writing only (Mayer and
Akamatsu, 1997). Power claims that, while it is likely that English can be learned
through reading and writing only, this is only a hypothesis that has not yet been tested
or for which there is as yet no satisfactory evidence.
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Contemporary Oral Approaches in the Education of the Deaf
Auditory-Verbal Philosophy
While oral programs have been in place in deaf education from its inception, a more
recent addition to the oral perspective is the auditory-verbal approach. This approach
holds a strong position in deaf education and has strong advocates in both government
and private programs in Australia and in many other countries. Its inclusion is warranted
in this thesis because of the emphatic stance this approach takes against the inclusion of
any use of sign language or visual approach to the education of deaf students and is
through audition alone. The auditory-verbal approach is essentially a unisensory
approach relying on the development of audition through listening and amplification.
This stance has brought the supporters of this approach into direct conflict with
members of the Deaf community. It has been reported to me by parents who have
started their deaf child's education with such an approach that proponents of the
auditory-verbal approach actively discourage parents from learning any sign or having
any sign taught to their deaf child. To do so, from the Auditory-Verbal perspective,
would impede irrevocably the deaf child's ability to learn speech.
The auditory-verbal philosophy takes the position that all deaf children regardless of
degree of hearing loss can be educated using even minimal amounts of residual hearing
through use of amplification and "learning to listen" (Goldberg, 1993).
The Auditory-Verbal International Incorporated was formed in October 1986. Prior to
this an auditory verbal committee known as the International Committee on AuditoryVerbal Communication (ICAVC) had been formed and operated as a special committee
under the auspices of the Alexander Graham Bell Association. In October 1991, the
directors of Auditory-Verbal International issued their position statement defining
auditory verbal practice.
The goal of auditory-verbal practice 1s that children with hearing
impairment can grow up in regular learning and living environments that
enable them to become independent, participating and contributing
citizens in mainstream society. The auditory-verbal philosophy supports
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the basic human right that children with all degrees of hearing
impairment deserve an opportunity to develop the ability to listen and to
use verbal communication within their own family and community
constellations (Goldberg, 1993, p.182).
Interestingly AG. Bell although having a preference for oral education was one of the
first to recognise the independent linguistic status and distinctiveness of such languages
from spoken languages (Hyde, 2003).
The Auditory-Verbal Position statement is cited by Moores (1987) as evidence that 90
per cent of parents of deaf children are hearing. These statistics are then used to support
a position that opposes signing. "Parents in Auditory-Verbal programs do not have to
learn sign language or cued speech" (Goldberg.1993, p.183). The Auditory-Verbal
International group advocates auditory-verbal practice "as the first option" for parents in
their child's education (emphasis in original Goldberg, 1993, p.184). This position is at
odds with the Deaf Community view, which would advocate that parents of newly
diagnosed deaf children be put in contact with Deaf adults who can provide information
to parents from a Deaf rather than a clinical perspective.
There are other approaches within the Oral tradition that are more moderate than the
Auditory Verbal approach; for instance, the Auditory-Oral approach, described by
Calvert and Silverman in Moores:
In the oral method, also called the oral-aural method, children receive

input through speech reading (lipreading) and the amplification of
sound, and they express themselves through speech. As we might
expect, there is great variability within the oral method. For example,
some programs emphasize the use of residual hearing others stress the
use of vision, and still others balance the two. All programs, however,
discourage the use of signs and fingerspelling (Calvert and Silverman
quoted in Moores 1992. p.13)
There is a paucity of rigorous research studies on the Auditory-Oral and AuditoryVerbal approaches, particularly those that might establish a relationship between
communication approach and educational outcomes. For instance, Goldberg and Flexer
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(1993) report that 95 per cent of a group of 157 students schooled according to
Auditory-Verbal therapy continued into post secondary education. However, we are told
nothing of the language and literacy skills of these students. As one goal of A-V therapy
is mainstreaming, it is possible that this goal has been pursued above any other
consideration, making mainstreaming a questionable measure of success.
In a recent summary of research in the field of Deaf Education, in a literature review

commissioned by the New South Wales Department of Education and Training, Beattie
(2002) made the following points for Aural-Oral methods of education.
•

It is possible for deaf children to achieve good spoken language and literacy levels
provided a number of factors are in place, including high levels of parental
commitment, intensive individualised instruction from parents and at school and
opportunities to interact with hearing children.

•

There is a relationship between early involvement m an Auditory-Verbal
intervention program and later participation in mainstream education.

•

Profound! y deaf children with cochlear implants learning in an Auditory-Verbal
setting have similar language skills to severely deaf children with hearing aids.

•

Both profoundly deaf cochlear implant users and severely deaf hearing aid users
educated in Auditory-Oral settings are predicted to exhibit a 4-5 year language delay
by the time they commence high school.

•

Ongoing intensive language instruction is needed for all children with significant
hearing loss throughout primary and into secondary education to attain language
levels sufficient for access to the secondary curriculum (Beattie 2002 p.42).

In the same review Beattie adds the proviso that while good outcomes using auditory-

oral approaches may be achieved, this approach may not suit all deaf children and that it
is critical that language and communication development is closely monitored.
The focus of Oral approaches on the use of hearing aids and audition has always been a
feature of Oral education for the deaf. Oralism has become a major target of the Deaf
Community who have attacked the high value placed on hearing. Whereas Deaf people
may have once promoted Deaf culture as a means of counteracting deficiency
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discourses, they have shifted focus to actively attack the promotion of devices such as
the cochlear implant.
Cochlear Implants

In 1991, the National Association of the Deaf (NAD) in the U.S.A. developed a position
paper in which cochlear implants are described as "ethically offensive." More recently
the NAD appears to have modified its position advocating a "wellness" model with
emphasis on the developmental needs of the child and less focus on the implant itself. In
relation to this, the NAD is concerned that cochlear implant programs are
discriminatory in their selection of candidates. It gives the example of a 1996 survey by
Gallaudet University, in which 83 per cent of implantees classified themselves as white
while only 5 per cent were African American. Of interest was the fact that in the survey
58 per cent of implantees used sign as well as speech to communicate, indicating a shift
in the emphasis of implant programs to only implant candidates in oral programs. While
there are no figures for Australia, my experience would indicate that the figure would be
significantly lower for students who use both sign and speech and are implanted.
Cochlear implants are central to any recent discussion of Oral approaches. The surgical
procedure that implantees must undergo to imbed the implant means that no hearing
device has ever been so controversial. Recipients of cochlear implants tend to be
children who are placed in oral education settings although there are also deaf students
with implants in sign-based programs and more recently children with additional
disabilities have been implanted. Hyde and Power (2002) in a study on informed
parental consent point to the issue that most parents give consent to a cochlear implant
for their child based solely on medical critera and not upon a broader social and cultural
factors.
Highly competitive business interests and even government policy are driving forces
behind the convincing popular medical discourse that promotes these devices; for
instance, the Business Review Weekly of 9 December 1996 report on the Cochlear
company's $10.9 million profit on sales of $73 million in 1995. Cochlear, the
Australian based company, has a 75-80 per cent world market share. To assertively
maintain its position as market leader, Cochlear is currently prosecuting its Californian
rival Advanced Bionics for patent infringement.
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Business Review Weekly reported that Cochlear anticipated 20,000 potential clients a
year in developed markets. In the U.S.A. alone there is a potential market of two million
profoundly deaf people. A large potential target population and obligations to
stockholders make the aggressive marketing of implants a requirement to keep share
dividends profitable. Earnings on shareholders funds in 1995 were an impressive 59 per
cent as reported by Business Review Weekly (9 December 1996). The argument for
-cochlear implants is so persuasive that Business Review Weekly reported:
Governments and researchers are recognising the trade-offs between
implants' extra costs to the health budget versus the extra costs that
would otherwise occur in special education for Deaf children (p.34 ).
From this position, it is argued that there are also anticipated savings in social welfare
budgets if young Deaf people find jobs. This illustration serves to show that there are
interests behind the promotion of cochlear implants that clearly have motives beyond an
educational agenda. The Deaf Community too clearly has a political agenda beyond
educational matters in opposing cochlear implants. One item foremost in this agenda is
the Deaf person's right to an interpreter to access a variety of communication settings
which may be threatened if implant technology reaches the level where it becomes a
viable alternative for all deaf individuals.
The Department of Health in NSW funds a limited number of cochlear implants for
children each year. The State also meets costs for mapping and assessment sessions. In
contrast, a yearly fee is now levied on all hearing aid users by the Australian Hearing
Services, a national body that assesses hearing loss and fits and maintains hearing aids
(Business Review Weekly, 9 December 1996, pp.34-35).
Associated with cochlear implants is the belief, widely publicised in the media, that
deafness can be cured or eliminated. The media enthusiasm attached to the publicity
surrounding cochlear implants is particularly threatening to the Deaf Community as
deafness is presented within this discourse as 'tragedy' and the implant as the 'miracle
cure'. For instance, two recent articles from Sydney newspapers illustrate the kind of
language used to describe cochlear implants and deafness. In the Sydney Morning
Herald of the 22 November 1997, the director of the NSW Children's Cochlear Implant
Centre is quoted in an article entitled "Sound Choices" as saying, "To me to be born
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deaf is one of the biggest disabilities you can have." The article goes on to discuss the
poor educational outcomes that may be expected for deaf children unless a child has a
cochlear implant. The director of the implant centre adds: "On average, children who
are born deaf only reach a literacy level of a nine year old."

In the same time period, an article in the Sunday Telegraph of the 30 November 1997
titled "Hearing is Believing" commemorated the tenth anniversary of the first
implantation of a child with a cochlear implant. The article, written by a Sydney
celebrity doctor James Wright, says: "Thanks to the modern marvel of technology, the
Australian invented cochlear implant can totally reverse the situation and restore near
normal hearing and a stable life once more." The language of the article appears to
elevate technology as the saviour and holds up 'normality' as the goal while the lives of
Deaf people are seen as unstable. The doctor director of the Children's Cochlear
Implant Centre, described as "visionary," advocates the early implantation of children.
"If it is done early enough they may live fairly normal lives, attend standard schools and

integrate into society. It is a major step forward."
The implication is that Deaf people do not live normal lives or attend normal schools, or
integrate into society. By implication the "major step forward" implies progress and
enlightenment, a reasonable and powerful argument for "normalisation." A photograph
appears in the centre of the article featuring a young child her face gasping with delight
and her hand held to their ear, which obviously has a cochlear implant in view. The
caption for the photograph is "MAGIC MOMENT: a cochlear implant lets a child hear."
The whole intent of the article is,to be a heartwarming and hopeful story. Unfortunately,
the message is couched in terms that present the Deaf Community as inferior people.
The implication is that the only reasonable response is to want to have a hearing loss
remediated and preferably by a cochlear implant. The discourse is the medicopathological discourse with some competition from the related discourse of the
"tragedy" view of disability.
The article does refer to the Deaf Community's lack of acceptance of the device but
dismisses this position as one that rejects the true needs and desires of deaf children.
"Although not accepted by some in the deaf community most kids agree it is better to
hear than to be an expert in signage (sic) and remain deaf' (Wright, Sunday Telegraph
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30 November 1997). The newspaper article overlooks the fact that even with a cochlear
implant the person is still a deaf person and that not all implants have been an
unqualified success.
Once again the position of the Deaf Community is made to appear unreasonable in the
face of what surely most people must accept. The Deaf Community's language is not
even given its proper name but instead is referred to as 'signage.' The article concludes
with a phone number to contact for more information on cochlear implants, which is
effectively a free commercial for the marketers of the device.
The earlier article from the Sydney Morning Herald quotes a parent who was made to
feel guilty by the Deaf Community about having a cochlear implant for her child. The
article argues for early implantation and claims that sign language can be learnt at any
age.
Sign language on the other hand can be learnt at a,ny age. An implant
allows children to choose, at a later stage, between the Deaf and hearing
worlds or oral and sign language. And surely parents have the right to
give their children that choice without being made to feel guilty (Sydney
Morning Herald, 22 November 1997).
Here we can see once again the dismissive attitude that the Deaf Community encounters
toward their sophisticated language that is presented as simplistic enough to be learned
at any age. The article engages an enticing "choice" discourse and concludes that an
implant gives wider choice for the deaf child to belong to either world and that parents
should have the right to choose without guilt. The author of the article is the
newspaper's medical writer. Thus it can be seen that the language used in the media
draws on a traditional medical discourse where cochlear implants are couched in terms
like "miracle cure." Journalists argue persuasively for this modern miracle while the
view of the Deaf Community is often presented as being unrealistic and unprogressive.
It is in this emotionally charged environment that the camps of adversaries and
proponents have emerged both within and outside educational settings.
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Implants - the debate
The critics of cochlear implants are usually members of the Deaf Community and
sympathetic hearing people. The proponents of implants are usually doctors,
audiologists, hearing parents of deaf children and teachers of the deaf who support Oral
approaches to the education of deaf children (Tellings, 1996). These proponents
represent those who have traditionally had power in the sphere of Deaf Education and
have held a medico-pathological view of deafness.
A number of organisations relating to Deaf and hard of hearing people have released
policies in relation to cochlear implants. Excerpts are quoted here from some of the
major groups within Australia and around the world.
The position statement on cochlear implants from the National Association of the Deaf
(NAD) in 2000 states:
Cochlear implantation is a technology that represents a tool to be used in
some forms of communication, and not a cure for deafness (p.2).
The position statement goes on to describe the wellness model supported by the NAD,
which is in contrast to the often presented disability construction of the medical model.
Given the general lack of awareness about the reality of the wellness
model, the NAD strongly urges physicians, audiologists, and allied
professionals to refer parents to qualified experts in deafness and to .
other appropriate resources so that parents can make fully informed
decisions that incorporate far more then just the medical-surgical (p.3)
The NAD position statement further advocates that:
Psychological, social, educational, cultural and communication aspects
of deafness, including the wellness model, must be a significant part of
every medical school curriculum (pp.5-6).
From the educational perspective, the NAD advocates the teaching of Deaf studies,
including Deaf heritage, history of deafness and particularly stories and accounts of
Deaf people who have succeeded in many areas of life.
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The Australian Association for the Deaf (AAD) have released a brochure, which states
its policy on the cochlear implant. In it the view is expressed that the mass media and
other sources present deaf people as ill and incomplete individuals who are lonely and
unhappy and all searching for a cure for their deafness. The policy document states
"Deaf people do not see deafness as something which needs to be cured" (p.1 ). The
AAD believes that the medical ethics and social-emotional implications of cochlear
implant surgery on young children need to be discussed and researched in much greater
depth. The AAD along with the World Federation for the Deaf have called for a
moratorium on implantation of children under eighteen until such time as the ethical
issues have been addressed and more comprehensive information about Deaf people's
lives is available to caregivers and professionals. The AAD also includes in its
criticisms the claim that cochlear implant programs receive disproportionate amounts of
public funding.
The International Federation of Hard of Hearing has released a cochlear implant policy
that distinguishes between adults and children. Essentially, this body supports cochlear
implantation. In advocating implants for children the view is expressed that children
should be implanted as soon as possible. The involvement of the child in an intense
auditory language program is seen as essential. The International Federation of Hard of
Hearing see the parent as the decision maker. However, a concession is made that deaf
children may feel ambivalent as they mature about their implantation. A further
concession is made that there is no information on the ultimate social and psychological
consequences of implanting a young deaf child.
The arguments against cochlear implants relate to risk from surgery, the ethics of
performing surgery on a child that cannot give informed consent and the implied attack
this represents on the Deaf Community. This latter view needs some expansion. The
opponents of cochlear implants who are mainly the Deaf Community claim that hearing
parents choose a cochlear implant for their child due to insufficient information about
the Deaf Community and the belief that a deaf child needs "fixing." Some members of
the Deaf Community would further say that physicians and audiologists give parents of
deaf children misinformation about the Deaf Community and Sign Language, giving the
parents no option but to choose an Oral program. It has also been said that Deaf
Community members are better able to decide than parents in matters relating to
101

Cochlear implants (Lane, 1993). However, Apicella (1993) writing from the perspective
of a hearing parent is also quick to reject that notion B that deaf adults who are strangers
can know better than a parent what is good for their child.
In response to these arguments, advocates of cochlear implants claim that the risks of

the surgery have been sufficiently investigated. From my own experience, there were
two children at a school where I worked previously who had long-term damage as a
result of the implant surgery. One had damage to the facial nerve while the other had to
abandon the use of the implant because it made one eyelid twitch whenever it was
switched on. While the statistics for these incidents may be low, they had significant
impact on the self-esteem of these children and their quality of life.
Advocates claim that the younger the child when implanted the better the chance of
developing useable hearing and speech. Advocates maintain that the cochlear implant
may give the child opportunities that the confinements of a Deaf only community may
not. The ability to perceive environmental sounds and to take part in hearing society
also brings benefits. Tellings ( 1996) challenges the view that the deaf child by virtue of
their deafness is automatically a member of the Deaf Community when their parents,
siblings, neighbours and so on may be hearing people. Just as Deaf people have argued
that the Deaf child of hearing parents is a member of the Deaf community, Tellings
argues the counter point: that the hearing child of Deaf parents is, and should be
educated as, a member of the hearing community.
The discussion by both adversaries and proponents of cochlear implants is highly
emotive with accusations of the violation of basic human rights by both sides. Denying
a deaf child a cochlear implant has been compared to denying Braille to the blind child
or a wheelchair to a physically disabled child. The Deaf Community would counter by
saying that people born deaf feel no sense of loss, unlike those who become deaf at a
later age. Deaf people have said that it is only through confrontation with the aural
rehabilitative process that they are challenged with the notion that they are "incomplete
people" (Carver, 1995, p.4).
Tellings ( 1996) has raised the question of whether some implantees upon reaching
adulthood may wish to have the surgery undone in a similar way to the decision by
many Deaf adults to no longer wear hearing aids. The difficulty is that the cochlear
102

implant has parts internal to the ear and skull that are not so easily discarded as a
conventional hearing aid. While they may be removed, the element of choice for Deaf
children who are implanted is reduced as the implant may forever link them to the
hearing world and they may have not had the opportunity to develop a native sign
language to be able to communicate in the Deaf community.
Cochlear Implant programs in their protocols list as a condition of acceptance into the
program that the child be enrolled in an educational program that focuses on an
oral/aural approach. These implant programs do not limit themselves to the technical
issues surrounding implants but also make recommendations about educational
placements. Not only that but they mandate a particular approach. As an example from
my own experience, parents of a child in a sign bilingual program were told that they
would have to withdraw their child from the program and enrol him in an Oral program
before he would be considered for a cochlear implant. The parent was told that the sign
bilingual program would not support the child's speech needs or rehabilitation program
when the program did in fact employ a speech therapist. The educational program
personnel were not consulted at all in the implantation process. In the Children's
Cochlear Implant Centre manual of protocols that is given to parents, the only reference
to educational options for the child mandates an Oral option. On the other hand, there is
extensive space given to hearing aid trials prior to surgery, surgical procedures, postoperative care, mapping habilitation and the like. In Australia, all preparation takes
place in a context outside the educational placement, and there is ·very little discussion
of educational programs. The child's teacher is rarely consulted and is certainly never
present at mapping sessions and habilitation sessions that take place at the implant
centre. There is a clearly a vested interest in fostering an Oral only approach.
The opposition of Cochlear implant programs to Deaf culture is evident m other
protocols. Kittel (1995) cites an example of a Deaf teenager who at 14 chose to have a
cochlear implant. The young person described his audition positively and was pleased
that he was implanted because it brought him new abilities and new awareness of sound.
However, this Deaf teenager already had a strong sense of identity as a Deaf person and
continued to sign even after implantation despite the fact that he was made to sign an
agreement that he would give up signing. The boy's father expressed surprise at his
son's desire for an implant. From his knowledge of his son he now suggests, 'He will
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still have a Deaf identity and want to sign whenever possible' (Kittel, 1995. p.37).
Speaking from his own experience of his son's education, the father claimed that early
signing had helped establish his son's language and that the Deaf Community should
challenge the assertion by cochlear implant programs that early signing is not necessary.
'Early signing as we found with Piers can establish excellent communication and permit
near normal development during the early years' (Kittel, 1995. p.39). The parent went
on to say that he found the attitudes of medical professionals extremely puzzling.
While they were often impressed by Pier's grasp of English and his
general education and acknowledge the important part that signing has
played in achieving it, yet they still want us to stop signing. We have to
reiterate our belief that the cochlear implant is an extra help to
complement not supplant signing. Sign has been crucial for Pier's
development so far and we see no reason for this to change. I fear that
parents who are less firm in their views on signing than we are may be
put under pressure to drop signing and may need support resisting such
pressure (p.40)
The position taken by cochlear implant programs shows that the individual has to
identify fully with the hearing world in rejecting the use of sign. The Deaf Community
sees this stance as threatening to their position, as professionals advocating cochlear
implants are in a position of power to influence families at an early stage. The. Deaf
Community would ask that they also be consulted in the early stages of diagnosis
because of the contribution of sign language to early language development, as was the
experience of this one family.
The standpoint expressed by the teenager and. his father show, in this case, a rare
middle-ground position had been reached by the family. The son's Deaf identity was
well established and he continued to have deaf friends and communicated with them
and the family through sign but he also wanted any benefits that could be accessed
through the implant. The position reached by this family is of interest in that it would
not satisfy the position taken by Auditory-Verbal practitioners nor the Deaf Community.
The position of this boy and his family does indicate that there can be some
compromises, such as emerged in this case to suit the particular communication and
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social needs of an individual. The stand taken by this family is certainly a courageous
one, given that the protocols of cochlear implant programs require strict adherence as a
condition of implantation and the rehabilitation process that follows. One may speculate
whether the position taken by this Deaf teenager in respect to the implant may become
more common in time, especially if the controversial and emotive issues relating to
implants are overcome. Tellings (1996) has suggested that discussion of the "medical"
model and the "cultural-linguistic" model and about variations on these models would
help the opposing parties to understand each other better. However, as both camps are
strongly committed to their viewpoints, an attempt to create some middle ground may
meet with suspicion as well as creating a "no win" situation for some individuals who
may wish to have a cochlear implant and continue to sign and mix with the Deaf
Community. It may be that such individuals may be regarded by the Deaf Community
as having "sold out" and by advocates of cochlear implants as "wanting their cake and
eating it too."
The debate between the Deaf Community and the proponents of cochlear implants can
be seen as an ideological war between two different constructions of reality. One is to
have the device and the normality of life in the hearing world that it potentially offers;
the other is to accept the reality of deafness and to align oneself with the community in
which deafness has become the norm. These views are political spaces to which either
side seeks a commitment. Each side is arguing for their definition of deafness and
acceptance of their world-view. The medico-pathological view has the considerable
power of the medical/professional community to support their view as the media and
medical professionals are located powerfully in the community to influence opinion,
while the Deaf Community has only persuasion. The Deaf viewpoint is often further
presented by the medical community as the "head in the sand" approach. The medical
community argues that implants are for the collective good of the many. The medical
argument that is often presented to parents is the normalisation of their child.
'Normalisation' is one of the mechanisms of power that according to Foucault is used to
keep minority groups under control (Ball, 1990).
The future of cochlear implant programs

The future of cochlear implants would appear assured as increasing numbers of Deaf
children in Australia and across the world are implanted each year. Since 1990 there
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have been approximately 470 cochlear implants in New South Wales. The greatest
number of these have been school-age children.
As cochlear implants have now been around for twenty years a group increasingly to be
considered are the adolescent group of implantees. Research by Archbold and Robinson
( 1997) in the UK and Europe indicated that by 2000 in the UK there would be 250
adolescent cochlear implant users and by 2005 there would be 580. In Europe, on 1997
figures, there were 1250 adolescent users with a projected 3000 by the year 2005.
Archbold and Robinson report that while, in the UK and Europe as a whole, educators
were largely in favour of cochlear implants, there are some notable exceptions. These
exceptions were France, Sweden, Italy and Spain. However, in Germany, Switzerland
and the Netherlands as in the UK educators are genuinely in favour of implants. In
Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic and Norway educators were uncertain about
implants at that time. A survey conducted by these authors reported that 24 per cent of
respondents said that some children with implants were in "unfavourable" educational
settings. These settings were either sign language settings or mainstream settings where
support services from an experienced teacher of the deaf were poor or unavailable.
Unsuitable educational placements as interpreted in this research were often also the
result of the child being implanted after school placement when it appears that there was
little opportunity for change in educational placement. Thus, children implanted before
school placement were more likely to be placed in mainstream settings which were seen
as more desirable for implant users.
Various protocols held by varying groups mean that children whose home language is
not the main community language are less likely to be selected for implantation,
indicating an inequity in the selection of candidates (Daniels, 1995). In fact, children
selected tend to be from families that are able to give a high degree of support, and are
highly motivated. One may ask, therefore, how much the progress of the child is a
function of the depth of professional and family input and how much is due to the
implant.
On the basis of their research, Archbold and Robinson ( 1997) suggest that there is
growing use by implant programs of teachers of the deaf to support students. This
support is in addition to that given by the local teacher. The amount of teacher time
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received by cochlear implant users was seen by Archbold and Robinson as a potential
source of inequity between implant users and other hearing aid users. Again one could
ask whether outcomes for hearing aid users would be enhanced if they had the same
intensive support as cochlear implantees
While it is likely that cochlear implants will be a popular choice with many parents of
deaf children, their future may be influenced by a variety of factors. Digitally
programmable hearing aids will provide deaf children with better and earlier
amplification, which may reduce the number of children, who are implant candidates.
Funding for cochlear implants will face possible cuts as world-wide trends in the
reduction of welfare services occur. It is also possible bilingual options may be
considered by parents, as notions of deafness as a socio-cultural phenomenon become
more accepted. Advances in genetics leading to the control of various diseases may in
due course be applied to deafness. Gene therapy may, therefore, pose a greater threat to
the Deaf Community than cochlear implants in the long term.

Outcomes
It has been demonstrated for a considerable period that for deaf school leavers in a

range of educational contexts, achievement levels are far below that of the general
population. Because of this the challenge for educators is to discover appropriate
methods of teaching the deaf that result in better academic outcomes and provides Deaf
people with more positive feelings about themselves and their education than has
previously been the case.
In examining current practices in education of Deaf students, Liddell and Johnson

(1990) suggest that in general Deaf children do not receive early enough or complete
enough access to the acquisition of a first natural language. Liddell and Johnson further
argue that Deaf children are almost always expected to acquire a first language through
exposure to speech centred forms of communication. The results of these approaches
have seen only a statistically small proportion of Deaf students experience success.
Johnson et al. (1990) argue that speech centred approaches have contributed to the
general deficit in achievement by Deaf children. These approaches are based on an
assumption that speech centred methodologies are the correct approach and the burden
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of failure is focussed on the deaf student, while the system is excused. Speech centred
approaches ask that a deaf child acquire a language using a channel to which they have
limited access, and which also requires that they learn the content material of the
curriculum through the same language that they have not yet acquired.
It would seem that conventional methods of teaching the Deaf have so far made little
difference in the learning and academic outcomes of generations of Deaf children. From
the point of view of the Deaf community little has been achieved.
Despite considerable effort on the part of deaf children and of the
professionals that surround them, and despite the use of various
technological aids, it is a fact that many deaf children have great
difficulties producing and perceiving an oral language in its spoken
modality. Having to wait several years to reach a satisfactory level that
might never be attained, and in the meantime denying the deaf child
access to a language that meets his/her immediate needs (sign language),
is basically taking the risk that the child will fall behind in his/her
development, be it linguistic, social or personal." (Grosjean 1999 cited
in Aquiline 2000. pp.2-3)
If the needs of Deaf children are to be able to function in hearing communities as well

as form part of the Deaf community then a new and different form of education from
what has gone before would seem to be required. In looking elsewhere for responses in
education that will embrace the language and culture of the Deaf community, sign
bilingual programs have been embraced In supporting sign bilingual approaches, the
Deaf community says the approach offers the utilisation of the first and complete
language that a Deaf child can access; namely, a natural sign language. These
approaches to the education of Deaf students challenge the long held notions that a
native sign language is a liability, preventing deaf students learning English grammar
and literacy skills. Instead, natural sign languages are viewed as strong first languages
of Deaf Communities that hold the key to the development of literacy in English as a
second language.
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The following chapter discusses the emergence of such programs. These programs are
now commonly called bilingual-bicultural programs but a more precise description for
these programs would be to call them sign bilingual to distinguish them from programs
where two spoken languages are used.
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Chapter Five: Sign bilingual programs
The purpose of this chapter is to identify the social, educational and pedagogical aspects
of sign bilingual educational programs for the Deaf and the value that such approaches
may have for Deaf students. Programs that have been selected have had some direct
influence on the formation of the program at the Thomas Pattison School, either prior to
its establishment or through visits to and dialogue with that program during the
formative years of Thomas Pattison School.
Societal changes over the past ten years have seen significant differences in the way in
which people with disabilities are portrayed. Heightened awareness of gender, race and
minorities has also led to awareness that some Deaf people too are viewing themselves
from a new standpoint. The role of native sign languages in the lives of many Deaf
people worldwide is an important part of this new identification as a cultural-linguistic
minority. Deaf people experience the need to operate in two (or more) widely differing
social environments. Deaf people due to their minority position need to interact with
hearing people and for this they need the ability to read, appropriate written language,
and where appropriate oral communication skills. To satisfy their social needs, many
turn to the Deaf Community where they need Sign Language skills and appropriate
attitudes and behaviours to fit into that community.
In response to the politicisation of deafness, educational institutions are increasingly

being challenged to consider the provision of culturally inclusive or sign bilingual
programs that reflect a perspective of deaf people as a minority language group. Sign
bilingual programs for the Deaf take the stance that deaf students have the right to
identify with Deaf Culture and hence to access the curriculum through their own
language and through exposure to Deaf role models. It is expected that an outcome will
be, that Deaf people will have the choice to access both the Deaf and hearing
communities and will be empowered as a result. There is also an implied expectation
that with sign bilingual programs the educational needs of the Deaf will be addressed
and educational outcomes will be enhanced
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This stands in contrast to Oral programs, which take the stance that deaf children need
to be prepared through their education to take their place as members of the hearing
community. As a response to this drive from the Deaf community there are now
programs that adopt a sign bilingual perspective scattered across the world in North
America, Scandinavia, Britain, France and Australia. These programs vary greatly in the
length of time they have been established. Most are still within the first few years of
operation. The longest existing programs are those of ten to fifteen years standing. The
Swedish and Danish programs have most influenced bilingual-bicultural models in
America and Australia. For instance, following visits to programs in Sweden and the
Netherlands, the sign bilingual program at the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind
Children in Sydney was modelled on the Swedish "Manilla Schollen." However, there
are significant differences between the model set up by The Royal Institute for Deaf and
Blind Children and other programs. These will be referred to briefly in this chapter and
discussed in more detail in the chapter relating specifically to the Thomas Pattison
School.

The contribution of studies in bilingualism to Deaf Education
The majority of studies in bilingualism relate to two spoken languages. Bilingualism for
the Deaf refers to one signed language and one spoken language. Prior to 1962,
bilingualism was not regarded as an attractive educational option (Peal and Lambert,
1962). Studies in the effect of bilingualism on cognition prior to that date generally
found that bilingual individuals performed at lower levels on measures of verbal
intelligence. However, research by Peal and Lambert (1962) challenged these findings
andindicated that there were positive benefits for bilingual individuals.
Since the 1960s, research has pointed to more positive outcomes for bilingualism
(Lindholm and Padilla 1978, Miller 1983, Ricciardelli 1992). However, once
bilingualism was accepted as a possible basis for educational practice, one of the first
issues raised was the most effective way of acquiring two languages and, specifically,
the most productive conditions under which acquisition might occur. Writing in the
context of two spoken languages, English and Spanish, Lindholm and Padilla (1978),
for instance, report on research that shows that bilingual children from an early age can
learn two languages with relative ease, without confusion and on a par with
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monolingual children's acquisition of one language. From a different perspective, Miller
(1983) reports that French speaking Canadian children when relocated to the United
States acquired English more quickly when one third of their classes were given in
French. Miller argues that the recognition given to the social identity of the students by
using their language, in tum, made them eager to learn English.
Other research concerns the specific attributes that can be associated with bilingual
individuals as compared to monolingual individuals. For instance, in a survey of
twenty-four studies Ricciardelli (1992) found twenty studies reporting bilinguals to be
superior to monolinguals in the area of creativity. Ricciardelli claims that bilingual
creativity is consistent with findings that indicate bilingual superiority in areas such as
metalinguistic awareness, concept formation and perceptual disembedding. Some
studies, however, do not support general bilingual superiority (see, for instance,
Cummins' 1992 review of studies in bilingualism). Ricciardelli claims these studies
may be seen as being consistent with the Bilingual Threshold Theory (Cummins 1980).
Specifically the Bilingual Threshold Theory holds that bilinguals need to attain high
levels of proficiency in both languages before bilingualism can promote cognitive
development, and, conversely, if a high level of achievement is not attained in either
language then a negative effect of bilingualism may occur (Ricciardelli 1992). Cummins
(1980) writing a decade before Ricciardelli reports that, in the majority of studies,
becoming bilingual is most often reported as positively influencing cognitive
functioning.
Clearly, this research has implications for Deaf Auslan/English or ASL/English users. If
Deaf children become able users of both languages, then the benefits described by
Ricciardelli may well accrue to them. However, the negative side is that Deaf children,
who never become proficient in Auslan or English, ASL or English, may be seriously
disadvantaged.
Cummins ( 1980) also claims that full immersion bilingual programs in the second
language are more likely to result in the gaining of threshold competence in the second
language in order for the individual to reap the cognitive benefits of bilingualism. Such
factors are significant for educators of the Deaf to consider when approaching
bilingualism. Currently, models of bilingualism in Deaf education do not advocate full
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immersion in English as they point to programs that have failed Deaf students in the
past, whether Oral programs or Total Communication. Supporters of Oral programs
would state that a sign language is not necessarily the first language of all deaf children,
especially those from hearing families. The response from supporters of sign bilingual
programs would be that sign is the only fully accessible language available to deaf
children and, therefore, becomes their first language by preference.
Cummins has also reported that the benefits of bilingual instruction are not fully seen
until the fifth or sixth year of instruction, and then are only realised if the student has
reached a satisfactory level of cognitive academic linguistic proficiency in the first
language, with the consequent transference of these abilities to the second language.
This suggests that Deaf children need exposure at an early age to a bilingual situation so
that benefits of the bilingual program can be seen earlier rather than later in the
students' schooling. Late entry into a bilingual program for a deaf student may never
result in the desired level of proficiency in either language. The implications of this will
be discussed in chapter nine.
If second language instruction 1s predicated on the assumption of first language

competency, then assessing or recognising the student's level of competency becomes
important. Baker ( 1997), for example, has reported on the danger of teachers seeing a
child's conversational competency in a language as an indication of that child's
readiness to receive education through that language. The ability to acquire
conversational skills is significantly different from the ability to then acquire inore
language skills to cope with the curriculum. For example, a Deaf child may appear to
have good conversational language but his/her written language may not exhibit the
same strengths. As it is the written form as opposed to conversational form that the
student must have to access the curriculum, conversational skills are not a reliable guide
to a student's real language abilities.
In support of a sign bilingual approach, Baker says that the value of using sign with

Deaf children in education is that it rewards and reinforces Deaf children for their
ability to use it and maintains positive attitudes towards their preferred language. Baker
argues that sign language should be supported because of its heritage and history with
the Deaf Community and its encompassing of culture, vitality and shared
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understandings of that community. More research is required on the role of natural sign
language in education and its relationship to the majority language.
Many bilingual educational programs for the Deaf have adopted the Linguistic
Interdependence theory posited by Cummins ( 1989) as a theoretical basis for sign
bilingual programs. This theory states that a strong grounding in a first or native
language can form the basis of acquisition of a second language. This view is supported
by others such as Garcia and August (1988) who state that the better a child learns the
native language and the many cognitive and socially related skills needed for effective
communication in that language, the more capable the child becomes in mastering the
complexities of communicating in a second language.
Typically, however, this theory of Linguistic Interdependence has been interpreted in
the context of two spoken and written languages. The relevance of the Linguistic
Interdependence Theory when one language is spoken and written and the other has
only a signed form has been questioned by researchers in the area of Deaf education

Issues related to sign bilingualism
Criticisms of sign bilingual programs for the Deaf based on the Linguistic
Interdependence Theory have challenged the theoretical underpinnings of this theory as
being inappropriately applied to sign bilingualism. For instance, in a paper, which has
generated considerable discussion in Deaf education, Mayer and Wells ( 1996) contend
that a first language (Ll) and a second language (L2) need to share common
characteristics to become linguistically interdependent.

They claim that the

interdependence theory falls down when ASL, or another native sign language, and
English are the two languages involved because ASL I Auslan as visual/signed
languages have no written form. They contend that some mastery of the written form of
Ll is essential before the written form of L2 can be learned and that the Ll user should
be able to use the written mode across a broad range of functions before writing in L2. It
follows that the conditions for linguistic interdependence do not exist where one of the
languages is a visual-signed language.
In responding to the Mayer and Wells paper, Rod Beattie (1997), editor of the Canadian
Journal of Educators of the Deaf and Hearing-impaired and a senior lecturer at Renwick
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College - the main training institution for Teachers of the Deaf in Sydney, says m
relation to bilingualism:
Bilingualism in terms of two auditory verbal languages and bilingualism
in terms of two languages - one of which uses the visual manual genre
and one that uses an auditory verbal - cannot be considered equivalent
or equal models, we simply do not know that (Interview with R. Beattie,
1997).
Beattie, in describing his educational orientation as an Oralist, admits to scepticism
about the sign bilingual approach. Beattie goes on to say that if Cummins' model does
not fit with bilingualism then this is not enough reason to reject bilingualism but that the
equivalency of the two constructs should be tested and, if necessary, a new theory
developed.
I think you have to come up with a new theory of why this is a positive
thing to do. Linguistically, we are reaching huge gaps and it does not
mean that it won't work or it can't work. There are probably very good
reasons why bilingualism-biculturalism will work but I don' t know if we
can use it if the reason is that it works in two other auditory verbal
languages (Interview, R. Beattie 1997).
It can be seen that Beattie echoes the concerns that have been expressed by Mayer and
Wells (1996) who have challenged the linguistic interdependence theory. Clearly
bilingual-bicultural programs cannot be created neatly to fit the linguistic
interdependence theory. The leap from a visual gestural language that is temporal in
nature and has no spoken or written form to an auditory verbal written language is not a
simple one and must continue to be examined by proponents of Bilingual-bicultural
education. Contrary to many proponents of bilingualism (and Beattie is not one of them)
Beattie advocates a place for the use of some kind of Signed English system because he
believes that it will assist students in the reading process to make connections between
phonology and awareness of speech, a skill that assists hearing people with the reading
process. Beattie would not agree with the use of ASL or Auslan in English word order.
He believes that morphological endings are important and that Signed English systems
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give at least closer one- to-one correspondence with the written form. Beattie has no
argument with the fingerspelling of words except that it is a slower process and affects
the natural rate of delivery with the exception of only the most fluent of users. Mayer
( 1997) has also alluded to the "phonological awareness" of some deaf writers and the
strategies of mouthing and fingerspelling words they use in changing information from
ASL into English structures. The mouthing used by some Deaf signers as they prepare
to write is discussed more fully in the section on the teaching of speech.
Mayer and Wells also borrow from the Vygotskian notion of "inner speech" to argue
that in ASL there is no bridge between inner and written speech because the spoken
language component is missing. Therefore, they conclude that the possibility of
linguistic transfer at the grammatical level from ASL to English is unlikely (Mayer and
Wells 1996). However, teachers at Thomas Pattison School have grappled with this
notion and believe that fingerspelling and sign do form a bridge to written English. The
teachers cite examples of students fingerspelling and signing to themselves before
writing in English. Students have been seen to check word lists or consulted the teacher
before writing, showing that they are consciously aware that writing in English is a
process that requires some reflection and "getting it right" before committing to paper.
Mayer (1999) and Johnston (1996) also reports on the writing composing strategies of
Deaf children and the mouthing and signing that often accompanied a preparation for
writing. Johnston (1996) supports the process of appropriating and incorporating
mouthing or even signing in English for the purpose of developing an inner speech in
the language that develops literacy.
Mayer and Wells concerns were not it seems shared by Vygotsky himself. Zaitseva,
Pursglove and Gregory (1999) in a discussion of Vygotsky's impact on education for
the deaf, indicate that Vygotsky had grave reservations about the oral approach to deaf
education. He believed that the rote learning of speech became an end in itself and
diverted attention away from other aspects of education. According to Zaitseva et al.
(1999), Vygotsky saw bilingualism as an "unavoidable and highly productive path of
language development and education in the Deaf' (p.10). However, they also argue that
Vygotsky saw the need for a connection between sign language and written/spoken
language.
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In terms of "inner speech" I believe "inner sign" is a similar bridge to literacy in a

second language. Arguably, there are many similarities between a sign language B like
ASL and Auslan B and English. This notion is supported by Johnston (1996), who
believes that the function of "mouthing" in Auslan relates to the development of inner
speech, albeit in a signed language. Both sign languages have developed in the context
of English being the surrounding language. Both ASL and Auslan rely on fingerspelling
people's names and names of cities and so on when there is no specific sign. This
follows conventional English spelling; therefore the two sign languages have strong
similarities with English
Despite this critique of the inadequacies of the Linguistic Interdependence Theory as
applied to a sign bilingual setting, Mayer and Wells are not opposed to sign per se. In a
1996 paper they suggest that an English-based sign system may provide the internal
representation of English needed to fulfil the conditions of providing the bridge between
English and ASL. More recently Mayer and Akamatsu (1999) have suggested that the
Linguistic Interdependence Theory may have some applicability between two similar
forms of sign language. They have suggested that natural sign systems because of their
linear mapping with spoken language may provide a bridge between a native sign
language and an English-based natural sign system to build the necessary foundations
that form the basis of English literacy. The debate over teachers' use and deaf students'
understanding and ability to process· Signed English as easily and as well as their ability
to learn ASL continues to throw doubt on their suggestion. On the issue of inner speech,
Drasgow ( 1998) has suggested that conversational proficiency in ASL serves the same
purpose as inner speech and can serve as a basis for a bridge between the two
languages.
Clearly, many Sign bilingual programs have relied or rely on Cummins' theory of
Linguistic Interdependence and claim that native ASL skills have a transferable
component to written language. However, the process of translating ideas from sign to
the written syntax of English is a complex task that few deaf people ever accomplish
with native-like proficiency in English. On the other hand, it is also clearly possible for
some deaf people to acquire high levels of literacy in English. The mechanism by which
this occurs is not well understood and continues as one of the great challenges in Deaf
Education.
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There is now a considerable and growing research literature that points to the positive
relationship between ASL proficiency and English literacy; for instance, Drasgow 1998,
Prinz et al.1996, and Strong and Prinz 1997. This research supports the notion that ASL
can be used as the springboard to literacy in English. Drasgow ( 1998) also points to
some fifteen papers that show the advantage of early exposure to sign. These findings
have had more recent support from the research of Prinz and Strong (1998) who tested
Deaf children of Deaf parents and Deaf children of hearing parents on a number of
comprehension measures for ASL and literacy measures. These were based on a number
of psychoeducational, English vocabulary, syntax, and written narrative tests. A
significant factor in the thinking of educators in relation to sign bilingual programs for
the Deaf has been the research connected with Deaf children of Deaf parents.
Various researchers (Markowicz 1972; Meadow 1972; Svartholm 1993) have
demonstrated that Deaf children of Deaf parents consistently show greater English
language skills in reading, writing and also lip-reading than Deaf students who do not
have a native sign language as a first language. Research by Zweibel (1987) using the
Snijders-Oomen Nonverbal Test for the Deaf and the Goodenough-Harris Human
Figure Drawing Test compared Deaf children with Deaf parents and Deaf siblings, Deaf
children with hearing parents and Deaf siblings and Deaf children with hearing parents
and hearing siblings. A group of hearing children was also tested. The Deaf children
with Deaf parents and Deaf siblings did as well as the hearing group in these tests and
better than either of the other deaf groups. Zweibel concluded that deaf children
exposed to manual communication gain in cognitive development as a result of this
exposure and score at a higher level than those not exposed to it. This study focussed on
the differences between Deaf children from Deaf families and Deaf children from
hearing families and did not specifically target a Deaf Community language like ASL.
One would expect that in families with Deaf parents and Deaf siblings the signed
communication would be ASL-like in nature. This finding is supported by the research
already cited that indicates bilingualism at certain levels of attainment promotes
cognitive growth (Cummins 1980).
In addition, Hoffmeister and Bahan (2000) have recently shown that where Deaf
students had greater exposure to ASL their Stanford Achievement Test scores in reading
were higher than Deaf students who did not have as intensive exposure to ASL. Paul
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( 1997) has argued that bilingual and second language programs should be aiming for
both academic and communicative proficiency and that academic proficiency is
extremely difficult to achieve without communicative proficiency in the same language.
This raises the important question of whether deaf children can attain academic
proficiency in English when communicative proficiency in spoken English so often
eludes them. This question needs to be addressed by sign bilingual programs as many of
these programs, including the Claremont Program in Tasmania and the Thomas Pattison
School in Sydney, are based on the assumption that English literacy will result from
fluency in Auslan. This is a position that many sign bilingual programs have taken,
including the Scandinavian programs, without the position having been established by
research specifically in bilingual settings, although one could argue that the research on
the achievement levels of Deaf children of Deaf parents does portray a bilingual setting
of sorts. Certainly it portrays a strong first language setting in a natural sign language.
In arguing the case for sign bilingual programs, Mason ( 1997) claims that while all
educational programs must be accountable over time, it is unreasonable to expect sign
bilingual Education programs to prove they work before implementing them or before
they have had the opportunity to show results. Mason further points out that there are
many other programs in Deaf education that have never had to prove themselves in this
way.
The arguments for sign bilingual programs, however, go beyond the acquisition of a
second language. For instance, one 9f the earliest bilingual programs in Denmark claims
that it came about at the request of parent groups. The parents recognised that the
language used with ease and comfort by the adult Deaf community was the one they
wanted in the classroom to support their children's education as well as their social and
cognitive development (Hansen 1994). Research also suggests (Cummins, 1989) that
minority students' educational progress is strongly influenced when the student's first
language and culture is valued by the educational institution. It has been argued (Daigle,
1995) that for sign bilingual programs, when Deaf values, insights and customs are
upheld by the school, its community and families accommodate the "whole Deaf
person." However, this refers to Deaf people who have a particular orientation to the
Deaf Community, as many persons who are deaf do not consider themselves to be
Culturally Deaf or part of that community. Any sign bilingual program may well have
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Deaf children who have hearing parents. Therefore, awareness of commonly held
customs, values and codes of behaviour of the wider hearing community need to have a
place as these children move between the two worlds. It is my observation that it can be
very difficult to give equal emphasis to Deaf and hearing culture and that enthusiasm for
Deaf Culture can in practice lead to a situation where the need for deaf students to be
able to interact within the wider culture may be neglected. Students may become so
secure in the environment of a Deaf school that when they are faced with leaving school
for tertiary education or employment they may face a cultural shock. It is a challenge for
segregated schools to prepare Deaf students for this next phase of their lives.

Tenets underpinning sign bilingual education for the Deaf
One of the most significant articles that contributed to the debate on Sign bilingual
Education for the Deaf is Unlocking the Curriculum by Johnson, Liddell and Erting
(1989). Writing out of Gallaudet University, the authors represented the groundswell of
change coming from that particular university which can be viewed as a bastion of Deaf
culture. Their paper gives one of the most detailed set of guiding principles or tenets.
These are as follows:
•

Deaf children will learn if given access to the things we want them to learn.

•

The first language of deaf children should be a natural sign language.

•

The acquisition of natural sign language should begin as early as possible in
order to take advantage of critical period effects.

•

The best models for natural sign language acquisition, the development of social
identity, and the enhancement of self-esteem for deaf children are deaf signers
who use the language proficiently.

•

The natural sign language acquired by a deaf child provides the best access to
educational content.

•

Sign language and spoken language are not the same and must be kept separate
both in use and in the curriculum.
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•

The learning of a spoken language for a deaf person is a process of learning a
second language through literacy (reading and writing).

•

Speech should not be employed as the primary vehicle for the learning of a
spoken language for deaf children.

•

The development of speech-related skills must be accomplished through a
program that has available a variety of approaches, each designed for a specific
combination of etiology and severity of hearing loss.

•

Deaf children are not seen as defective models of normally hearing children.

•

The Least Restrictive Environment for deaf children is one in which they may
acquire a natural sign language and through that language achieve access to a
spoken language and the content of the school curriculum. (Adapted from
Johnson, Liddell and Erting 1989.)

This model has been interpreted and applied in a variety of ways. While mentioning the
involvement of deaf signers in the program, it says little about the Deaf Community and
Deaf culture or about standards of competency of people delivering the ASL component
of the program. This model mentions the separateness of the languages but does not
mention balance or emphasise fluency in both languages.
Liddell and Johnson (1990) claim that they have never advocated an ASL-only
program, although this has been one of the criticisms levelled at them. They claim that
ASL and English are both central to their thinking. Developing their ideas further from
the Unlocking the Curriculum paper, Liddell and Johnson (1990) describe five domains
of learning that they see as critical in the cultural, social, educational and linguistic
development of deaf children. These are:
•

first language acquisition of a natural language;

•

socialisation and acquisition of world knowledge appropriate to age;

•

the acquisition of a second natural language;

•

the learning of school content through interaction with adults and peers m
classrooms; and
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•

the learning of school content through literacy (pp.26-27).

In this later paper, Liddell and Johnson repeat some of the principles set out m
Unlocking the Curriculum. They claim that early acquisition of language is critical as it
is linked with the child's ability to socialise and talk about age appropriate topics. If the
child's early language acquisition is delayed then so is the child's socialisation as the
child arrives at school without the knowledge or the language to be able to talk about
age appropriate topics. Liddell and Johnson argue that using ASL as the language that
deaf children adopt first will provide the earliest possible access to natural language.
Paul (1994), in a response to Unlocking the Curriculum, argues that it is important for
students to have access to the phonological code. He attributes the poor reading skills of
Deaf students to deficits in the ability to decode and infer as well as hypothesise at the
lexical, syntactic semantic and textual level. Paul says that good readers in a first
language can become good readers in a second language. Paul claims that knowing only
the primary form of a language (i.e. signs) may not be adequate to acquire literacy in a
second spoken language. Paul agrees with Johnson et al. that access to the curriculum is
largely a language related matter and, while he is cautious on the issue that accessing
the curriculum will result in the development of English literacy, he agrees that there is
enough in Johnson et al's argument to justify the implementation of sign bilingual
programs. Paul, however, argues that the students in these programs should be ASL first
or native language users and in all likelihood will have Deaf parents who are members
of the Deaf Community.
Hadadian, Studnicky & Merbler ( 1997) in an extensive review of literature relating to
sign bilingual education of the Deaf, list the following major arguments and
assumptions that have been articulated in the literature in support of bilingual-bicultural
philosophy. These are:
•

recognition of ASL (and other native sign languages) as a minority language;

•

the reduced or non-existent stigma when deafness is presented as a
sociolinguistic stance as opposed to a medical/disability condition;

•

extrapolation of research findings from bilingual educational theory that
supports a bilingual approach in Deaf Education;
122

•

hypothesised short-term memory and general neurological processing efficiency
of ASL versus manually coded English;

•

the assertion that ASL is better adapted (especially in its syntactic structure) to
the processing capabilities of the eyes than a spoken language;

•

improved self image of Deaf students as a result of cultural identity and

•

the higher academic achievement of Deaf children of Deaf parents (Hadadian et
al. 1997).

A significant influence on sign bilingualism in Australia has been Carolyn Ewoldt, a
Canadian academic, from York University who has visited Australia on several
occasions. Ewoldt has influenced the Claremont Program and also subsequently the
Thomas Pattison School Program. Speaking from the standpoint of one involved in
teacher training, she provides the following advice for a successful sign bilingual
program.
•

Ensure parent support for access to signing classes.

•

Employ Deaf teachers and Deaf teachers aides in the program.

•

Begin sign bilingual programs with the youngest children and work your way
up; this gives the system time to put things in place.

•

Drop former language biases.

•

Deafness does not need to be remediated.

•

Provide the best possible sign language instruction for parents.

•

Develop positive attitudes and feelings towards bilingualism.

•

Provide opportunities for social and cultural interactions between Deaf/hearing,
Deaf/deaf and hearing/hearing.

•

Ensure that the first or preferred language of native sign is used across the
curriculum

•

Recognise each child's acquisition process.

•

Provide support within the class rather than remove from class.
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•

Learn more about ASL/ESL second language learning.

•

Take time to plan and to educate.

•

Take time to work through cultural conflicts.

(Lecture given at Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children, 1995)
Ewoldt ( 1997) has since qualified some of her ideas by stating that if teachers in the
upper grades have native sign then there is no reason to restrict its use to only the
youngest children. Typically, many programs have begun with the youngest children
and worked their way up the grades. Ewoldt says that students should not be deprived of
access to sign bilingual programs because they didn't happen to start school at the right
time. However, one may question what the progress of students who enter at a later age
might be.
In addition, Mason and Ewoldt ( 1996) support the Whole Language approach in Deaf

sign bilingual education. For this they draw on the holistic language approach that has
been commonly used in hearing classrooms. In Mason and Ewoldt's terms, this means
recognition of language as a social activity in meaningful contexts with peers, teachers,
parents and Deaf adults who can all communicate freely with the students. As a result
students feel empowered and can progress socially and academically. For Mason and
Ewoldt, Deaf sign bilingual education means ASL and written English. Mason and
Ewoldt claim that Whole Language in Monolingual settings (oral deaf settings) violates
the tenets of Whole Language because Deaf students continually fail to measure up to
the spoken language component. One might equally argue that Deaf sign bilingual
education violates certain tenets of bilingualism if the emphasis is on ASL and written
English without speech. Mason and Ewoldt say that being ASL /English bilingual does
not necessarily mean being equally competent in both languages in all contexts. One
recognises the difficulties Deaf students have with spoken English but the question of
speech remains an issue that many sign bilingual programs are not adequately
addressing. This is because in some cases they are taking a strong "Deaf Culture" stance
where speech is not seen as culturally appropriate or they are still grappling with the
most appropriate way to introduce speech teaching.

124

First language (Ll) proficiency
A major tenet of sign bilingual education for the Deaf is that ASL/native sign language
is the Deaf child' s first language whether the child' s parents are Deaf or hearing
(Ewoldt 1996, Mason and Ewoldt 1996) and that the Deaf child has the right to be
taught to sign. This implies that hearing parents have a responsibility to learn to sign.
Critics of this position say that hearing parents should not have to learn to sign. Ewoldt
( 1996) counters criticism of this position by pointing out that this argument is never
applied to hearing children whose parents may speak a language different from that
spoken in the school.
Ewoldt answers those who argue that a native sign language will not be the first
language of deaf children from hearing families by extending the notion of first
language to include identification with, competence in, function (the language used
most) and access to the language, which is completely and naturally available (Ewoldt,
1996.) Thus, sign becomes the first language of the Deaf child even though it may not
be the language of the hearing family the child is born into because it is the only
language that is fully accessible to the Deaf child.
In arguing for the need for Deaf children to be proficient in an Ll, Shapiro (1993)

claims that Deaf children of Deaf parents possess a sign vocabulary of some five
thousand words when they start school. In contrast, Deaf children of hearing parents
often enter school with fewer than fifty words. According to Shapiro, this is evidence of
the need for all Deaf children to be taught a native sign language. However, only a small
percentage (less than 10 per cent) of Deaf children are born to Deaf parents. It is,
therefore, unlikely that most deaf children in Australia will have Auslan ·as a first
language. Therefore, for Deaf children to acquire a first language of sign, requires
specific teaching by the school, which includes extending these lessons to hearing
parents.
In Australia, Auslan often becomes the preferred language of deaf children through

exposure to the language from other Deaf children. Deaf children of hearing parents are
often enculturated through the use of Auslan that is passed from child to child as
opposed to adult to child, which is the usual pattern of language learning. Ewoldt ( 1996)
reports that in Sweden hearing parents of Deaf children are not expected to teach sign to
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the child. Instead, others from the Deaf community can become the language model for
the Deaf child.
In a context where the children can often become the de facto language teacher of their
parents, Beattie ( 1997) argues against this likelihood in that it puts an unnatural strain
on the child and creates an unnatural power relationship between the parent and the
child. Situations like this have been seen where the hearing children in Deaf families
often take on the role of interpreter for all the family business including confidential
visits to doctors and the like from an early age. Many educators of the Deaf would be
familiar with the situation where the child's signed communication is stronger than that
of the parents. A situation like this is fraught with problems and frustrations due to the
impoverished communication situation in the family. This can lead to a situation where
the child looks to others who have the signed communication ability as a source of
knowledge and authority to provide ready and complete responses to the child's
immediate need for information. This can result in a situation where the parent is
replaced as the most significant person in the child's life by those who have sign
proficiency. For instance, I have been approached by a family who said, "You explain it
so much better. Our son says when you explain things you give much better answers."
This statement was from parents who had never signed to their Deaf son. Where there is
no shared language it is easy for parents to abrogate responsibility for the child's
learning and, indeed, wellbeing.
Greg Leigh (1997), former Head of Renwick College in Sydney (now Assistant Chief
Executive Educational Services), the teacher training section of the Royal Institute for
Deaf and Blind Children, also sees the family as being crucial to the success of the
student and of a sign bilingual program, in fact, any educational program for Deaf
children. Leigh sees the family as fundamental, in that it is their involvement that
assures positive educational outcomes.
One of the theoretical concerns I have expressed about guaranteeing first
language status for kids who are deaf coming into these programs has
got everything to do with the language learning environment in general.
That means the language learning environment at school and home out
of school. There has been a truism in educational programs for deaf kids
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whether they be total communication programs or oral programs that
there is appropriate high levels of parental input into programs and that
there is a commensurate outcome with that (Interview with Leigh,
1997).
Leigh believes that where families are committed to learning sign and adopt the cultural
milieu of deafness, then outcomes approaching regular education can be achieved. This
notion would certainly bring strong disagreement from certain educators of the Deaf
who take the position that the auditory pathway is the natural pathway for language.
Even if it is damaged in the Deaf child, the child can be taught to maximise hearing
potential through training. Thus it can be seen that a sign bilingual approach, as
described by Ewoldt, is proposing a cultural interpretation of deafness where the Deaf
child is enculturated into the Deaf community instead of a pathological perspective
where the Deaf child needs to be rehabilitated into the hearing community.
A further tenet of sign bilingual programs is that the Deaf child will benefit from
instruction in an Ll that is a native sign language. Following Cummins (1980), sign
bilingual programs assume that instruction in the first language will be just as effective
and maybe even more effective in promoting literacy skills in the desired majority
language as instruction in that majority language. Cummins links poor academic and
cognitive performance to students' ambivalence about their language and culture. He
points to the success of sign bilingual programs that encourage a sense of pride in
language and culture being more successful. Indeed, Cummins points to the illogicality
of a position that wants a child who is deficient in English to be instructed in that
language.
The Swedish experience of bilingualism has emphasised the separateness of both
languages, namely Swedish Sign language and spoken Swedish. In the teaching of
Swedish to Deaf children, the Swedish language has been taught through the written
form, and speech as a basis for learning language has been totally absent (Svartholm
1993). Another approach that keeps the languages separate has been adopted by the
Sign Talk Children's Centre in Winnipeg where spoken English and ASL signing are
kept distinct in that they are never used simultaneously. The sign bilingual program at
the Thomas Pattison School at the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children
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advocates a similar approach where English language learning is approached through
literacy where children read in English but instruction is given in Auslan, the native
language of the Australian Deaf community (Paterson, 1994). Thus the need for a
written language is acknowledged to complement the language "spoken " by the Deaf
community.

Speech in bilingual programs
Questions have been raised and still remain in relation to the role of speech in sign
bilingual programs. While speech is not readily accessible to many deaf people, its role
as a carrier of language and culture must be recognised. Leutke-Stahlman ( 1990) argues
that sign bilingual approaches do not sufficiently consider the role of speech in Deaf
children's language acquisition. Liddell and Johnson ( 1990) argue that deaf students'
ability to hear is not uniform; it varies from mild to profound and with great variations
in etiology. As a result, given this great range of abilities and competencies, Deaf
students' responses to speech will also vary greatly. In contrast, Liddell and Johnson
claim that ASL is equally accessible to all students regardless of degree of hearing loss.
They further argue that a student's ability to process speech should not determine their
competency or proficiency in the language, but that understanding of English as a
language should come primarily through reading and writing.
Following the Swedish experience (Svartholm 1993), the Thomas Pattison program
chose to make the development of written language a priority in the education of Deaf
children in their learning of the language of the surrounding society. While spoken
language has always had an importance for educators and,

in~eed,

for those who have

access to it, it should be recognised that due to the difficulties in accessing speech for
Deaf people it represents an unsatisfactory medium for communication in many cases.
The issue of speech is discussed in more detail in Chapter Eight in relation to the
Thomas Pattison School.
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Sign bilingual programs that have influenced the Thomas Pattison
model
The sign bilingual programs referred to in this section do not represent an exhaustive list
of the existing programs. Programs in this section have been selected for a variety of
reasons. These include:
•

The influence on the Thomas Pattison model in the period of its establishment

•

The reputation of each program and contribution to the literature and debate in the
area of sign bilingualism

•

The enhanced academic and social outcomes that are claimed by the program.

European Sign bilingual programs
The Swedish Experience

Sweden was among the first countries to establish sign bilingual programs for the Deaf.
Sweden has had bilingual education for Deaf students mandated by national law since
1981 (Davies: 1991). These programs operate within segregated schools for the Deaf.
Sweden was also one of the first countries visited by John Race, the Deputy Chief
Executive of the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children, prior to the establishment
of the Institute' s sign bilingual programs.
· In Sweden, teachers of the Deaf have rejected signed Swedish (equivalent to Signed
English) in favour of Swedish Sign Language (equivalent to Auslan). The Swedes have
quickly passed the phase of believing that visually presented Swedish would promote
mastery of the majority language, unlike the U.S.A. and Australia where this approach
is still a matter of controversy. It appears that the rapid spread of linguistic information
that showed Swedish Sign Language to be a real language enabled teachers and parents
to see the distinct differences between visually presented Swedish and Swedish Sign
Language. Davies ( 1991) claims that teachers could then see that what they were doing
in class was nothing like the sign language of the Swedish Deaf community but was a
visual form of Swedish.
Davies ( 1991) cites research by Bergman that shows that while young Deaf children
could receive ideas communicated through signed Swedish, what they produced in
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response did not demonstrate knowledge of Swedish. This same finding could no doubt
be supported by teachers of deaf students in the U.S.A. and Australia. One critical
difference between the Swedish experience and that of the U.S.A. and Australia is the
apparent willingness of parents to learn a sign language. Davies quotes a Swedish
parent:
I think a big difference between the States and a country like Sweden is
that our language is a minority language in the world. We have another
attitude towards learning a foreign language, like English ... we all do it.
So for us as hearing parents to be asked to learn another language (sign)
is not as much a big thing as it would be in the States (Anonymous
parent p.186).
Under the legislation passed in Sweden in 1981 and revised in 1983, pupils were
guaranteed that bilingualism in Swedish and Swedish Sign Language would be
developed. As the two languages were described as separate subjects, schools had to
offer timetabled education in both. The Swedish curriculum also states that Swedish
Sign Language as well as Swedish must be used as the language of instruction.
Svartholm (1993) emphasises that this means Swedish in its written form. The spoken
aspect of the language is approached separately with individually assigned goals in the
areas of speech training and lipreading.
The Swedish legislation placed new demands on teachers of the Deaf as many had no
expertise in Swedish Sign Language. To meet this need, the Swedes developed courses
for teachers in Swedish Sign Language. In this respect Deaf teachers and Deaf adults
working in other capacities in schools formed a resource as · language models for
teachers and students alike. It should be emphasised that all schools for the Deaf in
Sweden are centrally administered so that any philosophical shift affects them all.
Extensive change was brought in over a relatively short period of time in Sweden. The
effect of this was to have "old" and "new" teachers working side by side. According to
Jacobsen & Akerstrom ( 1997) the newer generation of teachers coming into schools
with different training to the older generation are embracing sign language and they also
tend to have some private association with deafness that leads them to be more
accomplished signers. This has led to a situation where older teachers, despite their
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training and long years of experience, are looked down upon by the newer generation
and regarded as ignorant of sign language and the demands of living up to a genuine
deaf sign language. The older generation in return feel that the new commitment to sign
language that prevails in Sweden is exclusive and uncompromising, especially when it
comes to considering the role of speech in the lives of Deaf people. Jacobsen and
Akerstrom ( 1997) describe an "Oral villain" that has grown up in the mythology of Deaf
culture. This oralist, according to the retelling in Deaf community stories, was the one
who forbade Deaf children to sign and forced them to speak and tied up their hands
when they signed. In reality, Jacobsen and Akerstrom say, the social type called the
oralist in Swedish schools is not seen as evil and threatening by the new generation of
teachers but rather is tolerated as part of the old guard that they soon will be rid of as
they slip into retirement to be replaced by fresh young staff. However, they also suggest
that the oral villain is likely to survive in deaf culture and storytelling as a part of the
making of deaf history.
The number of Deaf staff in Swedish schools is still low: This is being addressed by
teacher training. Deaf people may access the regular teacher training programs, where
they are supplied with interpreters free. The reality is that interpreters are in short
supply and are not always available. A second option for deaf people wishing to train as
teachers is the course offered by Stockholm University. A three-year program is offered
which is equivalent to a Bachelor of Arts and which may be followed by a one-year
·teacher training course especially aimed at teaching in schools for the Deaf. Instruction
in this course is in Swedish Sign language.
The Swedish model of sign bilingual education for the Deaf
The Swedish model as described by Svartholm (1993) has a number of principles:
•

Speech as a basis for learning to read and write Swedish is totally absent.

•

Swedish Sign Language is the language of face-to-face interactions.

•

Swedish is the language used in the written form for formal documents and for
communicating when the participants are not physically present; for example,
letter writing, using a TTY.
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•

It is accepted that the level of competence in the two languages will vary among

individuals in the community
•

It is accepted that written language is important for participation in the society.

•

Spoken language is ·subordinated to the written language as a complement to
Sign language.

•

The metalinguistic aspects of talking about language are important to learning
about both languages.

•

The first language of the Deaf child must be encountered in every subject across
the curriculum in different situations, for different purposes and with different
persons (pp.306-307).

Svartholm (1993) argues in support of the lack of use of speech in such a program.
While recognising that good speech and lipreading ability is useful for a deaf person and
convenient for a hearing person who doesn't understand sign, she says that this method
of communication with the deaf is unreliable. Deaf people are disadvantaged as soon as
the communication in speech becomes prolonged and even more so when additional
hearing persons join the conversation. Svartholm says that most of the speech used for
social purposes and in the work place -

at dinner parties and the like -

is beyond the

capacity of most deaf people to sustain and participate in. To accept Svartholm's view
challenges the large proportion of the hearing community, including parents and
educators who place widespread faith in teaching speech and lipreading as the key to
entry into hearing society.
In addition to the principles listed above, Svartholm also suggests that children be
exposed to dialogue journal-writing, a process developed at Gallaudet University. These
journals have been introduced with deaf children even before they can write. The child
draws a picture and tells the teacher what it is about and the teacher writes the text
below the drawing. A similar approach can be used with older children where the
teacher and child create a text cooperatively.
The Swedish situation is unique in that government legislation requires that Deaf
children be given the opportunity of a bilingual education. In Australia in New South
Wales, the Sign bilingual program at The Thomas Pattison School is run by The Royal
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Institute for Deaf and Blind Children which is an independent charity, so its program
runs independently of the State education system. In Australia and indeed in most
countries in the world there is no mandatory legislation requiring that Deaf children be
educated bilingually. The only stipulation that the State education system places on
privately run educational establishments like The Thomas Pattison School is that they
reach certain minimum standards required by the New South Wales Board of Studies.

The Netherlands Experience
Education for the Deaf in the Netherlands stands in contrast to many other countries.
Profoundly deaf children are educated in one of four institutes. Many hard-of-hearing
students, especially those without any additional disabilities, are mainstreamed (Jansma,
Knoors and Baker, 1997). The pattern of education for the deaf in the Netherlands has
been similar to most other Western developed countries. Until the late 1970s most
education for the deaf was delivered from an oral perspective. In the late 1970s, parents
were instrumental in calling for communication courses. Initially, Sign Supported Dutch
was used in a similar way to the sign systems used in Sweden and Denmark. Research
in the early 1990s into the existence of the Sign Language of the Netherlands (SLN) led
to the Dutch government installing a committee to prepare for the official recognition of
SLN (Jansma et al 1997).
Each of the institutes for the deaf in the Netherlands has implemented a SLN program
as an option. Small-scale projects are being trailed with the youngest group of children
in each of the institutes to examine their academic progress. The first project was
implemented at the Rudolf Mees Instituut, the school for the deaf of the Koninklijke
Amman Stichting in 1994. Another institute was included in 1996 at Effatha in
Voorburg, near The Hague.

Teaching methods in the Netherlands
In both the Rudolf Mees Instituut and the Effatha programs, there is a hearing and a
deaf teacher teaching the class. Both Sign Language of the Netherlands (SLN) and Sign
Supported Dutch (SSD) have been used from the outset in these programs. The Dutch
input is not restricted to the written input as is the case in many bilingual programs. The
Dutch program is based on the assumption that postponing the spoken language input
might irreversibly limit the possibilities for some deaf children.
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In order that the children can easily identify both the languages, the Dutch have decided
to adopt the approach of "one person, one language." New concepts are taught first in
SLN by the deaf teacher and then repeated by the hearing teacher and the speech
therapist in SSD. Thus three individuals are involved in the delivery of the information.
Exactly how this is done is not clear from the literature. If the information is to be
repeated three times by the different individuals, one may speculate that this becomes
tedious for all concerned and the attention span of the children must be severely tested.
The Dutch program recognises that for most Deaf children Dutch will function as a
second language as it is far less accessible to Deaf children than SLN. A Dutch-as-asecond-language curriculum is under development as is an approach to speech that
emphasises functionality and effectiveness (Jansma, Knoors and Baker 1997). For
instance, supporting signs are used when new information is being given. Spoken Dutch
is used solely in situations where there is no ambiguity or communicative difficulty for
the Deaf person. Spoken Dutch may also be introduced in the context of SLN stories as
examples of spoken dialogue. This presents the Dutch language in a functional way.
Dutch researchers have had similar problems to other bilingual programs in that there is
no assessment tool to measure Sign Language of the Netherlands (SLN) proficiency.
The Dutch researchers Jansma, Knoors and Baker (1997) have begun working on such a
tool but recognise the methodological problems that arise when attempting to develop
an assessment tool based on a spoken language vocabulary test. To overcome some of
the problems, . they omitted vocabulary that pointed to the body or had to be
fingerspelled when translated into sign. The task set by the Dutch researchers was to
determine how items of the tasks were composed and which items led to distinguishing
between more and less proficient signers. The assessment tool reported on in the
Netherlands is a work in progress and the authors point to the manifold problems of
developing such a sign language assessment tool. Their work is significant in the
development of Sign bilingual programs in that research into the area specifically
relating to Sign Language assessment has been lacking in most programs.
Another line of research conducted in the Netherlands on Deaf students relates to the
organisation of class groups. Observation of involvement of students in lessons
indicates that students are optimally engaged when class groups are small (Knoors and
Renting 2000). Groups consisting of three children showed more involvement than
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groups of twelve children. The same research project indicated that deaf students were
more involved when the teacher was deaf and used SLN. However, the study only
involved six students so this observation may have limited application to other
situations.
A recent paper from the Royal Institute for the Deaf at Guyot (Bure and Bonder 2000)
reported on the reading comprehension skills of the first cohort of Guyot students,
which had commenced in 1995. At Guyot, spoken Dutch is presented along with SLN
and students receive individual speech therapy every school day for about 20 minutes.
The strategy of texts being told in sign before they are read by children is often used.
Even during speech therapy time, instructions are given in SLN. The reading
improvement of the students at Guyot was measured in a study by Bure and Bonder
(2000) using the reading test used nationally in the Netherlands by regular schools.
Six of the eight children in the program attempted the test with two not completing the
test. Of the four that completed the test, one student scored at level B, which is 25%
above the mean; the other three scored at level C which is 25% below the mean. The
researchers point to the fact that this is within the range of scores that are comparable to
hearing children of their age. Two students were excluded from the test as they had
additional disabilities. It can be seen from this early report that the Dutch situation is
similar to the Australian experience. Only small cohorts of children have been assessed
for their developing literacy skills so that generalisations cannot be made. In addition,
students are assessed on national tests, which presumably have not been normed for the
Deaf. However, the Dutch information is useful because ultimately the aim of
developing language skills of any group of Deaf students is to have them approach the
skill levels of their hearing peers.
The Norwegian experience
On July 1, 1997 the Norwegian Ministry of Education, Research and Church Affairs
instituted a national program for hearing parents who have deaf children. The program
consists of 800 hours of practical sign language training that is available to parents from
the time hearing impairment is discivered until the cild is 16 years old. Initially families
attend a one-week course four times a year for the first four years in this program. The
program is also offered to siblings while the deaf children have their own program. An
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evaluation of the program by the Norwegian Ministry of Education,Research and
Church Affairs showed that parents were very satisfied with the program and their input
has been built into a revised plan. Resources for the program include teaching materials
that are both written and video based. There is also a program for educating the sign
language instructors and lecturers who are responsible for giving the parents
information. The University of Oslo also offers a three year Bachelor degree in Sign
Language and Interpreting and also a 4 year degree course for teachers of the deaf. Both
courses require the study of Norwegian Sign Language and the Norweigian language.
There is clearly a high degree of government commitment in Norway to early
intervention and an ongoing program of support to families.

Sign bilingual programs in the United States
The TRIPOD Program, Burbank, California
In contrast to the Swedish sign bilingual model, the TRIPOD model of sign
bilingualism is based on changing the educational environment for Deaf children. Based
on the premise that exposure by Deaf students to the microcosm of life in a regular
classroom would produce significant benefits, the TRIPOD program utilises a "coenrolment" philosophy. The chief supporter of this program is Karl Kirchner who has
visited Australia on several occasions, most recently in 2000 to attend the International
Conference for Educators of the Deaf where he presented a paper on the TRIPOD
program. Under this program, the Burbank School District agreed in 1982 to reduce
class sizes to approximately 20 hearing students from 30 in order to place eight to ten
deaf/hard of hearing students in the classroom. A certified teacher of the deaf would
teach alongside the regular class teacher, effectively reducing the student teacher ratio
to 15: 1. Currently the TRIPOD/Burbank School District program employs Deaf/hard of
hearing individuals to co-teach with hearing teachers at each of the preschool/kindergarten, elementary and middle school levels. Also featured in the program
are deaf teachers aides, volunteers and family sign language teachers.
Of high priority in the TRIPOD program is the expectation that all students acquire
access to undiluted curriculum materials at their specific grade level. In contrast to
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many mainstream programs where deaf students find themselves at the edge of
mainstreaming, TRIPOD emphasises that deaf students should not be taught as a group
within a group. Content is presented to deaf and hearing alike and where a deaf child
has difficulty with a concept it is assumed that some hearing children will have
difficulty too.
The TRIPOD program has been included in this section as it is a flagship for the coenrolment approach. Going beyond a sign bilingual approach using ASL, Kirchner
(2000) advocates a "whatever works" philosophy. He describes some basic elements
required for a successful program: (1) critical mass (2) linguistic peer group (3)
academic challenge, and (4) social companionship. In addition he advocates multi-age
classrooms designed to expose Deaf students to a variety of language models, the
presence of Deaf role models, the use of a child-centred early intervention program,
parent support and direct communication between teachers and students using sign
language.
In 1994, the Stanford Achievement Test (SAT) was administered to 49 students aged

between 7 and 15 years old in the TRIPOD program. The results found this group of
Deaf and hearing-impaired students' maths skills were one-year level above the national
normative sample of Deaf and hearing-impaired students who took the same test in
1990. In terms of reading comprehension skills, the TRIPOD students were similar to
the normative group up to the age of 13, but between the ages of 13 and 15, they
, exceeded the normative group by an average of one and a half levels (Kreimeyer,
Crooke, Drye, Egbert, and Klein, 2000).
Kirchner (2000, .p. 7) reports a number of successes of the co-enrolment program at
TRIPOD:
•

The longer the deaf student is involved in the co-enrolment program, the more
likely they are to achieve the academic norm of their grade level.

•

Speech and lipreading skills improve.

•

Deaf students develop greater self-confidence and self-esteem.

•

English becomes a meaningful equal language to ASL.
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•

Students actively problem solve as a matter of course.

•

Independence and maturity of deaf students parallels those of hearing students.

•

Hearing students work/co-operate with deaf students in class.

•

Academic scores of hearing students are raised.

•

Hearing students develop signing skills (p. 7).

Academic results in 1997 showed that deaf/hard-of-hearing students scored above the
district total in some grade levels, and below in others, while consistently scoring higher
than the other special education students (Kirchner 2000, p.11 ).
Co-enrolment programs appear to have the potential to offer students who are Deaf and
hearing-impaired a combination of the following: access to the regular curriculum, a
substantial deaf peer group, and highly specialised and appropriate support both inside
and outside the classroom. Still, other studies with more students are needed to assess if
these apparent benefits will continue to translate into long-term improvements in
academic achievement. The TRIPOD program is significantly different to other models
in its advocacy of co-enrolment. This factor does seem significant in the success of the
Deaf students and would appear worthy of consideration by other programs. The
achievement levels reported by this program are of interest to educators of deaf students
as results reported are higher than those reported generally in the past. If more programs
based on this model in the future keep accurate data on student achievement the case for
co-enrolment may well be established.
The California School for the Deaf, Fremont
The sign bilingual program at Fremont is one also of the models that was visited by

John Race, the Deputy Chief Executive of the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind
Children, before the Thomas Pattison School was established and its tenets were given
consideration when establishing this new model. A committee led by sign bilingual
coordinator Marlin Kunze has developed the following set of tenets for the Fremont
sign bilingual program (Mason 1997).
•

Deaf people should be respected and empowered as culturally and linguistically
distinct.
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•

American Sign Language (ASL) is a naturally evolving, full-fledged language of
the American (and Canadian) Deaf community. The structure of ASL is distinct
from English. However, ASL has variations that allow inclusion of English
vocabulary, phrases and word order.

•

Early, consistent, and meaningful communication between family and child in
whatever form is critical.

•

Language acquisition of ASL and English should begin as early as possible.
Competency in ASL will enhance the ongoing development of English skills.

•

Fluency in both ASL and written English is necessary and must be emphasised.

•

Every student has the right to an educational environment where they are able to
understand others and be understood by others.

•

The ability of students to participate in an increasingly complex world is directly
related to how well they are prepared to contribute to and benefit from our
democratic society.

•

Staff members should be competent in ASL and have an understanding and
appreciation of Deaf Culture.

•

For educational programs to be effective, parents and the Deaf Community must
be given opportunities for involvement in various facets of school programming
· and operation.

•

Relationships with the community at large contribute to the success of the
school's mission.

(Mason 1997 p.13)
Some of the assumptions expressed by the California school are similar to many sign
bilingual programs. The Fremont program has placed strong emphasis on fluency in
written English. Emphasis is also placed on preparing students for the increasingly
complex and competitive world they face. Additionally, appreciation of Deaf culture,
whilst carrying many positives for Deaf students, if staff are sympathetic, needs to be
balanced with the need for deaf students to understand cultural norms and standards of
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behaviour in the wider community. This program appears to be addressing this need as
stated in their final tenet.
Recent research at the school, carried out by Strong and Prinz ( 1997), was instigated by
the school because they wanted to evaluate the program in the face of the criticism that
there is no research to show that knowledge of ASL benefits the learning of English
(Mayer and Wells 1996; Moores 1992). The research by Strong and Prinz established
that Deaf children in the Fremont program with Deaf mothers outperformed Deaf
children with hearing mothers in both ASL and English literacy. Their research also
established that students in the Fremont program with the highest ASL ability had the
highest English literacy scores. Strong and Prinz believe that their results can be
interpreted in three ways. They suggest that ASL skills allow for better acquisition of
English literacy. Alternately, English literacy causes increased ASL skill. Thirdly, they
suggest that there may be some other factor intervening to influence skill and literacy in
both ASL and English. The strength of Strong and Print's research lies in the fact that it
was carried out in one school with all students, either prelingually deaf or deafened in
early childhood, and with the total available population of the school as a sample. What
is not clear is which finding of Strong and Prinz can be most strongly supported. ASL
and English skills may be interdependent but the relationship is not clear. Clearly, being
Deaf and being born into a Deaf family has advantages; but, these advantages cannot be
experienced by all. What is not clear about Strong and Print's research is whether these
improvements demonstrated by students in a sign bilingual program lift their
performance to the point where the improvements are significant when compared to
hearing cohorts.
The Learning Center, Framingham, Massachusetts
I visited the Learning Centre at Framingham in 1996. This program had also been

visited by Jan North, the Head of Early Childhood Services at the Royal Institute for
Deaf and Blind Children, prior to the establishment of the Roberta Reid Preschool and
the Thomas Pattison School. Jan North had urged me to visit the Leaming Center as it
had made an impression on her and it most closely resembled the kind of program we
wished to establish. This belief was based on our discussions with the Deaf community
and from our own experience of Deaf education in New South Wales. Of particular
interest to us was the fact that Deaf teachers were employed on the staff of the Learning
140

Center. The place of Deaf Studies and Deaf cultural issues at Framingham and how
these were incorporated into the program were of particular interest. The fact that the
Learning Center program had been in place since the late 1970s provided an opportunity
to discuss with the personnel some of the strengths and weaknesses that had become
apparent over time. Because a similar model was envisaged by the Institute for the
Thomas Pattison School as a stand-alone Deaf school (the Learning Center is also
residential), issues such as the curriculum to be accessed, standardised testing and
integration and how these had been addressed at Framingham were of particular
interest.
The Learning Centre is a School for Deaf children, which includes some integration.
The school follows the regular curriculum for the state, with Deaf Studies integrated
into regular subjects rather than taught separately. A curriculum coordinator for the
elementary school and junior high ensures that there is a balance of Deaf Studies and
Deaf cultural issues. Deaf Studies is not taught in the senior years. The assumption is
that students by this time will have developed an identity as a Deaf person. There is
also, according to Mike Bello the principal of the school, pressure of the curriculum
content in the senior years.
The Learning Center had been implementing a sign bilingual program smce
approximately 1977-78 when Marie Philip, a Deaf person, joined the Center from North
Eastern University. She joined the school as a language and culture specialist and used
ASL in storytelling situations. Marie's initial contract of one year became extended to
the point where she has now been with the Framingham program for some ten years. In
consultation with other staff, Marie Philip began to look at the language acquisition of
Deaf children through ASL and through Signed English. A conviction of the
separateness of ASL and English and the belief that the two languages cannot be mixed
and successfully learned led to the development of a sign bilingual approach. The
concern of staff was that students were graduating not fluent in either ASL or English.
By contrast Deaf children from Deaf families had shown greater language skills. This
assisted the Learning Centre to move toward the bilingual position.
While Marie Philip believes that one goal for sign bilingual programs is to create
students with greater facility in the English language her preference would be to see
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students who have enough positive self-image and confidence to get through life, even
if their English skills were somewhat deficient. She relates an anecdote citing the case
of her own father
I think of my father. All my life growing up I never saw him write
anything. He went to the Clarke school for the Deaf. He refused to use
the TTY. He used to say, "My English is awful." Once, I remember I
wrote to him. My father wrote back to me. His English was perfect, but
psychologically it wasn't perfect. It was always an issue and he always
refused to write and many Deaf people are like him - they have this
incredible

fear

of writing

(Marie

Philip

1996, interview

at

Framingham).
Marie Philip, in describing her father, refers to a time when the education of the Deaf
was monolingual in that if students didn't develop good English skills, they had nothing
to fall back on. She sees the goal of the sign bilingual program as providing students
with at least one full language. If they gained facility in both languages then that would
be seen as the ultimate goal of the program.
I also interviewed Mike Bello, the Principal of the Learning Centre at Framingham.
Bello recognises the need for research to support the claims made by sign bilingual
programs. The Learning Centre is currently working in conjunction with Bob
Hoffmeister from Boston University who is developing an American sign Language
(ASL) test to use with very young children. Typically tests are administered by Deaf
people in ASL to avoid the language difficulties of administering an English language
test to an ASL first language user. From Marie Phillip's point of view, the introduction
of standardised testing was not a philosophic shift but rather was intended to see how
well prepared students were for college entry. She refers to the actual conducting of the
tests as a "power struggle." She argues that bilingual programs were being asked to
prove themselves whereas programs based on Signed English approaches are never
subjected to such scrutiny as it is assumed that an "English" approach is the correct one.
The Framingham model was particularly influential on the early development of the
sign bilingual program at the Thomas Pattison School. The Framingham model operates
as a stand-alone school for the Deaf. Over a period of time, the Principal Mike Bello has
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commented that parents of older students have chosen to withdraw them from the
school and place them in mainstream settings. This relates to parents wishing their
children to be prepared for life in the community by exposure to the regular class
setting. Mike Bello also sees this as an indication that the school has done its job, in that
students are able to make the transition to mainstream.
Sign bilingual program in Texas

In 1997 I started intermittent communication with Jean Andrews from Lamar University
in Texas after reading about the program at the Texas School for the Deaf. The research
at the Texas School for the Deaf led to the establishment of the U.S. federally funded
Star Schools Project, which is described in the next section of this chapter.
Andrews, Ferguson, Roberts and Hodges ( 1997) report on a sign bilingual program at
the Texas School for the Deaf, where Deaf children were tested for grade level after the
completion of first grade. This program followed the regular school curriculum in
Texan public schools. In addition ASL was taught as a first language and only Deaf
students learned about Deaf culture. This program is also based on the assumption that,
provided ASL as a first language of instruction, English skills can be built using those
ASL competencies. From the Texas example of students who tested at grade level after
the completion of first grade, it would be premature to claim that a sign bilingual
approach can result in age appropriate English. The progress of students in the Texas
program will be important to watch, as it appears to be the first program that has done
any systematic testing of students.
The Texas program uses two teachers, one Deaf and one hearing. While the hearing
teacher speaks, the deaf teacher signs the same concepts in ASL. This approach has
been described as literature based, using a whole language approach organised around
thematic units (Andrews et al, 1997). The familiar technique of the hearing teacher
pointing to the text and reading aloud while the deaf teacher explains the sentence in
ASL is used. Staff in the Texas sign bilingual program claim that English is best learned
in a social context where English print is explained in ASL and followed up by reading
and writing activities. Andrews et al. refer to Cummins often cited Linguistic
Interdependence Theory to support what they believe is happening in the Texas
program. They offer as evidence the example of Billy Jo who can sign the concepts of
seed planting, germination and flowering as proof that she is ready to learn the word
143

labels for these concepts. Staff members of the program claim that, in due course, with
guidance from the teacher, she will write about these concepts in English.
In support of the rigour of their program, Andrews et al. (1997) provide results from a
range of tests. These tests included the Bracken Test of Basic Concepts ( 1984), the
Meadow-Kendall Socio-Emotional Assessment Inventory (1983), the Test of Auditory
Comprehension (TAC 1977), the Carolina Picture Vocabulary Test (1985), the
Grammatical Analysis of Elicited Language-Simple Sentence Level (GAEL-S 1985),
the Stanford Achievement Test 9th Edition (SAT 1995), and the Woodcock Johnson
Psycho-Educational Battery (1989). With the exception of the Woodcock-Johnson, the
tests were all administered by school personnel; and this is recognised by Andrews as a
possible source of tester bias. To eliminate this an unfamiliar person administered the
Woodcock-Johnson Psycho-Educational Battery. The authors of the Texas study
recognise the limitations of the test instruments in that the Bracken Test of Basic
Concepts and the Woodcock-Johnson Psycho-Educational battery were not normed on
deaf children. While all test results were positive in affirming student progress, the
authors stop short of asserting that their ASL intervention was the cause. They advise
the replication of their study in other sign bilingual programs. The Texas researchers
point to aspects of their program that purists may have a problem with; for instance, the
teachers, staff and children not being Deaf individuals from Deaf families. The authors
recognise that the real test of their sign bilingual program will be the reading levels
achieved by their students at elementary level and that the challenge to overcome will
be the plateau effect so often found in deaf students' reading. Interestingly, in the same
issue of American Annals of the Deaf as that in which the Texan research is reported,
there is a letter from a parent who asks some searching questions about ASL to English
literacy. The parent asks how can he overcome the limitations of ASL where he cannot
distinguish between makes of cars, trees in his yard and between concepts such as old
and elderly.
Similar challenges have been faced by teachers from Thomas Pattison School in high
school classes when searching for sign vocabulary to describe concepts that have no
signs. Names of chemicals in science and their properties and concepts in history such
as the Middle Ages, democracy, dictatorship, republic and so on present constant
challenges to the inventiveness of teachers.
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The Star Schools project

Andrews has also become involved in the Star Schools Project, which began with two
schools for the Deaf and expanded to include nine schools. Nover and Andrews (1998,
1999, 2000) report on the first years of a five-year study named the Star Schools
Project. At the commencement of the project, the New Mexico School for the Deaf and
the Texas School for the Deaf were involved in the project. The Star Schools Project is
based on bilingual education and English as a Second language (ESL) principles, which
include Whole Language practices and theories of first (Ll) and second (L2) language
acquisition. Nover and Andrews (1998) predict that the project model will change
noticeably over the five year period as data are collected and analysed and also because
of the action research approach being used. I have followed the development of the Star
Schools Project with interest as my ongoing dialogue with Andrews has revealed that
the program has encountered some of the same issues facing the Thomas Pattison sign
bilingual program in terms of the composition of the student group. Similarly, the
Thomas Pattison program was moving towards an ESL approach in its teaching
practice.
The Star Schools project included a two-year staff development program. The first year
of training centred on exposing staff to current theories on bilingual/ESL education,
Whole Language, first- and second-language theories, language and literacy practices.
The second year's training concentrated on applied language teaching methods and
strategies and language teaching assessment tools in the classroom. After the initial two
year training period, each school participating in the project was responsible for
continuing its own training.
Teachers in the New Mexico and Texas schools are involved in case studies using
teacher journals of how they apply bilingual/ESL principles in the classroom and these
are used in reporting the progress of the project. Teachers were encouraged to read set
articles over a period of time and to reflect on how their practice and hence student
learning were affected. To date this has been the most comprehensive study of a
bilingual program for deaf students. The significant admission of the researchers from
this project is that very little research exists to show what theoretical and practical
knowledge teachers need to work with deaf children. They recognise that for many
programs bilingualism has meant simply using ASL as the language of instruction. This
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according to Nover and Andrews (1998) is only the first step. They claim that intensive
staff development is the key and that training should focus on the areas of bilingual/ESL
approaches and first and second-language acquisition theories. Nover and Andrews
describe the program as having moved beyond the 'fortress mentality' that has
characterised some proponents of bilingual programs and accept the need for critical
analysis of the theory and concepts that form the premise upon which many bilingual
programs have been based.
After the second year of the project, questions relating to sign bilingual pedagogy were
raised by staff on the project.
•

How can we help Deaf children use their ASL to bridge to English competency
and provide them with strategies to make this bridge?

•

What are the linguistic constraints of code switching between ASL and English
in Deaf children's writing?

(Nover and Andrews 1999)
In attempting to answer these questions the Star Schools Project adopted a particular

model of bilingualism.
Teaching methods at the Star Schools Project
The Star Schools Project has adopted a model of bilingual/ESL education that has been

suggested by Nover,

Christens~n

and Cheng (1998). In advocating this model they

suggest two approaches. The first approach involves the dominant use of ASL and
teaches English only during specific school periods. The teacher moves from ASL to
English by pointing to the written print and explaining in ASL. Thus the lexicon of both
languages is preserved and there is no mixing of ASL and Signed English. This
approach is used at the Thomas Pattison School using Auslan and English. The ESL
approach advocated by Nover et al. envisages some situations where English only is
used. For example, an English only lesson is one where students may converse with
each other and the teacher using an Internet chat program. Here all the communication
is in English through the medium of print. In this situation the authors see the teacher as
modelling questions and providing examples of English structure. Nover et al. suggest
that by providing both these options the different bilingual proficiencies and progress of
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students in both ASL and English can be gauged. Teachers at the Thomas Pattison
School have already considered this approach but it has already been mentioned that an
Auslan assessment tool has yet to be developed so any assessment of student ability
would be at a subjective level.
Nover et al. argue that the four language skills of listening, speaking, reading and
writing need to be adapted when meeting the communicative needs of the deaf. The
skills equivalent to listening and speaking for Deaf communicators are referred to by
Nover et al. (1998) as signacy. Signacy refers to the skills of watching or attending and
signing. They suggest that the use of vision by the deaf child to be a full communicative
alternative to audible speaking and hearing. Signacy recognises the specific and
complex skills of using the hands, fingers, eyes, face and body as articulators that
facilitate the signed language acquisition. In addition, the skill of watching or attending
is required for the signed discourse to be understood. Nover et al. suggest that signacy is
a third dimension in the development of deaf children as bilingual individuals. ASL,
they claim, can be used as a springboard for the development of English literacy and
oracy. Their model of literacy in English in a bilingual framework for deaf children
includes fingerreading (watching and attending skills), as well as fingerspelling
(production skills).
In explaining their approach, the Star Schools Project describes two methods of

fingerspelling. One is "chaining," which shows the relationship between sign, printed
word and fingerspelled ·word. In the Star Schools Report (2000) Tommie Brasel, a lead
mentor teacher at the New Mexico School for the Deaf, described the students as using
more fingerspelling when the process was used and modelled by the teachers. In the
Report, the teachers claim fingerspelling helped their students learn specialised words
such as "space shuttle" and the difference between suspicions/suspects/suspicious. This
points to one bridge that can be used between ASL or Auslan and English, where
fingerspelling provides a vehicle for vocabulary extension and increased facility with
English.
Staff members from the Star Schools Project in the Third Year report have raised the
issue of the difficulty of assessing Deaf bilingual children. They claim that teachers
have been so focussed on content, meaning and correct grammatical forms that they
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often fail to recognise the emerging literacy of Deaf students. According to Project staff.
the Deaf child's dominant ASL will influence the way they write and features of ASL
will be present in the Deaf child's attempts to write in English. This is given as an
example of code switching within sentences where the stronger first language is used to
communicate the less developed second language. This is a common feature called
language interference or language transfer that is part of second language acquisition
and learning. As children become more proficient in the second language. more
separation between the languages occurs and fewer examples of this transfer between
languages will occur (Baker and Jones, 1998). According to staff at the Star Schools
Project, these examples of language transfer are viewed negatively by teachers who
have a monolingual perspective. They blame ASL for the Deaf child's lack of written
English skills, rather than viewing this as a normal developmental pattern in the
acquisition of a second language.
The fourth year report of the Star School Project revisits the issue of appropriate
assessments of language for sign bilingual students. Dissatisfaction with current
assessment methods available for Deaf students has led the project managers to look for
alternate assessment protocols. Within the schools involved in the project, teachers have
moved towards a sociocultural approach to assessment using multiple formats such as
literacy checklists, communication scales and parent and student surveys.
The Star Schools Project is now in the final phase of the project. Over the five years of
the project teachers and staff from nine schools will have participated in the in-service
education program of the project. The original project involved five schools but the
level of interest generated led to another four schools being included. The
recommendations from this project will be of significant interest to educators of the
Deaf as it is the first longitudinal study of sign bilingual programs to include a number
of schools.

Australian sign bilingual programs
At present bilingual-bicultural programs for the Deaf in Australia are only utilised to an
insignificant degree when compared with the major Deaf education programs operating
throughout the State and private systems across Australia. From the author's knowledge
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less than 200 students are currently being educated in sign bilingual programs. While
some States have recently adopted sign bilingual policies, the exact composition of
programs and the philosophies underpinning such programs have not been widely
discussed or disseminated until recently.
In 2001, a survey of Auslan/English sign bilingual programs in Australia was
commissioned by the Department of Education Training and Employment in South
Australia. These programs from their descriptions are extremely diverse and follow a
variety of practices and policies. A number have evolved from pre-existing programs
that adopted a Signed English approach. As has been the case elsewhere, teachers in
these programs have faced the difficulty of making the change from Signed English to
Auslan and also programs have found it difficult to find and attract teachers with
adequate levels of Auslan skills. In addition, attitudinal change to accept the validity of
Auslan as a language has been an obstacle in some settings. Some programs are
government administered and have no control over the selection and appointment of
teachers. Further, in these programs teachers have the option to transfer out after
relatively short periods so that staff turnover can have a serious effect on the continuity
and quality of the program. Programs that are attached to mainstream schools
experience difficulties in whole school acceptance and understanding of the needs of
Deaf students. This raises issues as to the reality of a bicultural experience for both the
Deaf and hearing students in such schools. Some schools in other Australian states have
described the difficulty of finding Auslan interpreters whose general knowledge and
educational background enable them to work successfully in an educational setting.
One program of interest is the recently established sign bilingual program in the state of
Queensland. This program is only in the early years of development and has
commenced with a pre-school class. It is planned for this program to develop in a coenrolment setting (Baker 2000).
The Claremont Project - Tasmanian Department of Education, Australia
The Claremont Program is of particular interest to this research as it was the first and for
some time the only sign bilingual program in Australia. I visited this program in 2001 to
see at first hand how the program operated. My particular interest was to visit and
observe the high school setting where I spoke with teachers and students about the
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program. The examples given of activities and strategies used by the program are not
exhaustive but are illustrative of some of the issues that are common to sign bilingual
programs and are particularly relevant to the Thomas Pattison School because of the
many similarities that being in an Australian setting brings. The Claremont program was
influenced by the TRIPOD program; hence, a co-enrolment setting was adopted from
the inception of the program.
The Claremont Project is staffed and administered by the Tasmanian Department of
Education and began in 1987 (Gifford 1996). Gifford, the State Coordinator for Deaf
Education in Tasmania (1996), also records the influence on the program of educators
and researchers from Sweden, Denmark, U.S.A. and Britain. Specific mention is made
of Cummins, Kyle, Hansen, Ewoldt and Davies as having influenced the model at
Claremont (Gifford 1996).
The program operates from age of diagnosis with home-based visits through to preschool, primary and high school levels. Staff of the Claremont program state that the
aim of the pre-school stage of the program is to establish communicative and linguistic
competence in Auslan so that children will enter formal schooling with language skills
comparable with those of their hearing peers. How this is evaluated is uncertain, as there
is no Auslan assessment tool available although one is under development through
research at the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children. At Claremont in the home
based program, no English is used, only Auslan (Gifford 1997). Gifford explains the
rationale for this.
It is our belief that parents are the child's principal communicators but

do not have to be the linguistic model. In fact, Deaf adults and deaf
peers are likely to be the primary linguistic models for deaf children.
This does not appear to undermine the importance of the parent-child
relationship, rather it seems to act as a stimulus to parents to continue
the development of their own Auslan skills (p.178).
The Claremont Program takes place in an integrated context in a regular primary school
and a regular high school where deaf children are in class alongside hearing children.
The class is instructed in both English and Auslan with a class teacher and a teacher of
the Deaf working together in a team teaching situation. In the high school, an interpreter
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is sometimes used instead of a teacher of the Deaf. When English is used by the class
teacher, an Auslan interpreter is present; when Auslan is used, voice interpretation is
used to give equal status to both languages. Auslan is taught to students as a Language
other than English (LOTE) as well as a Deaf Studies curriculum taught by Deaf staff.
The Claremont Program is described as using a whole language approach. The program
claims to use no Signed English or Pidgin Signed English. The program claims that by
providing appropriate early intervention at home and in a play group environment the
deaf children enter school with an age appropriate first language (Ll). The distinction is
drawn that Auslan is used for communication and English for reading and writing. The
staff members in the program stress the separateness of the two languages.
The Claremont Project has its own set of principles or tenet,s which, according to
Gifford (1996), have been derived from research and literature on sign bilingual
education:
•

Auslan is the Ll for most deaf children. It is the language of communication and
thinking. English is learned as a second language (L2).

•

As most deaf children have incomplete auditory access, the learning of a spoken
language is not a process that can occur naturally through environmental
exposure. Deaf children do not learn language by hearing it in their environment.
It must be taught.

•

Children should have mastery of their Ll before learning an L2.

•

A distinction is drawn between the informal language used for interpersonal
communication and the language used in higher order thinking skills which
relate to academic learning and cognition.

•

The teaching of new concepts and academic content must occur in the L 1 for
effective learning to take place.

•

A second language is learned better if the two languages are kept separate; that
is, they are used by separate people at a separate time and for separate subjects.

•

Deaf children's Ll (Auslan) can be used to teach with no consequent cost to the
development of English proficiency.
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•

Deaf children must be provided with knowledge of and access to the Deaf
community through Deaf role models to assist them in developing a healthy selfidentity and establishing their place in both the Deaf and hearing communities.

•

Similarly hearing children must be provided with knowledge of the language
and culture of the Deaf to enable them to effectively relate to Deaf people.

(Gifford 1996, no page numbers)
It can be seen from these tenets that there is a significant focus on Auslan as the Ll and
that acquisition of literacy in the L2 (English) is through the written and read form. A
clear distinction is made at Claremont between Auslan for communication and English
for reading and writing. The Claremont Project describes reading as "a silent process
that happens in the head" (Gifford 1996, no page numbers) and children in the program
are told, "You don't read with your mouth or your hands." Reading is further described
as "a thought process and does not need to be spoken" (O'Halloran, 1997). Discussion
about text takes place in Auslan regardless of whether it relates to grammatical features
or genre.
This approach to reading and the explanation of grammatical features of English in use
at Claremont is in use in other programs (Paterson, 1994). However, this stance is
controversial in that it could be argued that reading is not something that takes place
only in your head. There are many aspects of reading that relate to the spoken
component of English. Power (2002) argues for the place of Signed English or Pigeon
Signed English here to deliver the spoken/read part of English to familiarise students
with the specific functions of genres. Poetry is written to be read aloud, so that the
sound of the rhyme and the atmosphere and images are released into the air and the
imagination. In a similar way, drama is written to be read aloud, memorised, and
presented in voice. Many children's books are intended to be read aloud and include
components in the story that involve the children echoing a repetitive phrase as they
follow the story. The processes involved in reading aloud with students chorusing
certain elements has a function in the teaching of reading and the understanding of how
the language works. These aspects of the reading process cannot be ignored by saying
reading occurs only in your head. It is clearly a more complex procedure. Johnston
( 1996) would argue that this is where Auslan and English need to make contact, as there
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are no formal or academic registers in Auslan. This can be portrayed by the signer
signing, in English word order from a formal letter or speech, to demonstrate to the
audience the significance or importance of the content.
Rushton and Potter (I993) report anecdotally that the English reading proficiency of
deaf children in the Claremont program has improved significantly since this method
has been adopted. It is not clear on what evidence this claim for improvement has been
made, whether it has been measured or based on teachers' familiarity with students and
observations of their progress.
The notion that Auslan can be used to teach with no consequent cost to the development
of the child's English is still to be substantiated. Staff of the Claremont project claim
that Deaf children in their program have equal LI ability in Auslan to that of their
hearing counterparts in their LI -

English -

but that it will take years for Deaf

children to match the English skills of their hearing peers. Personnel from the program
do claim that the level of written English from Deaf children could be comparable to
hearing children by upper primary school.
If we accept the Bilingual Threshold Theory, then the conditions described by authors

such as Cummins and Ricciardelli (1992) would need to be met, with students having a
strong enough LI base in Auslan to enable them to develop a strong L2, namely
English. If students never reach a satisfactory level in their LI, then the efficacy of
bilingualism for these

student~

must be questioned. The Claremont Project asserts as

one of its tenets that second language learning should not begin until the students have
mastered their first language. That this happens in practice is doubtful as Deaf students
are placed in classes with hearing children who use English as a first language and sign
as well.
Staff members from the Claremont Project have reported the following positive
outcomes from the program:
Because nearly all the hearing children in the class were proficient
signers, the deaf children could interact with, ask for advice or
clarification from their peers rather than relying solely on their teacher
as had happened in the past. Parents and teachers observed a high level
of independence and active participation in the class which had not been
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evident to the same extent in prev10us educational settings (Gifford
1997, p.182).
Teaching methods at Claremont
One of the key teaching activities at Claremont is the use of Contrastive Analysis. From

the outset the deaf children are told that Auslan is signed and English is written.
O'Halloran who was a teacher in the Claremont program explains in the following
example.
In Auslan you sign it like that, but in English we need to write it like

this. They're different, aren't they? But they do say exactly the same
thing.
That is English (point to text) we say that in Auslan like this (sign). They
say the same thing (O'Halloran, 1997 p.30).
This procedure is used to enable the children to understand that the two languages,
Auslan and English, are completely different and that translation between them is
essential. The staff at Claremont say children as young as five have demonstrated they
understand that word order changes from English to Auslan. Young children in the
program have been known to ask for written translations of what they have signed,
indicating an interest in the written form. Teachers use Auslan, the Ll, to explain their
use of new structures to the Deaf children. Staff at Claremont believe that a key factor
in the development of metacognitive skills is to provide the child with many and varied
opportunities to experience and practise translating from the Ll to L2 and back again.
Another key language activity at Claremont is storytelling. A very specific set of
strategies is used in the process of telling stories. Before telling a story the teacher
makes certain that children understand key vocabulary and concepts that are essential to
the story. Before experiencing the story of Goldilocks and the three bears, the children
would need to understand about size and opposites (small/big, hard/soft). The story
would be introduced and told, preferably by a Deaf person who familiarises the children
with the story by telling it several times but always in the same way. Once the children
are familiar with the story then a variety of activities are generated from it. Children
subsequently retell the story playing the role of "teacher;" alternatively, they put
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pictures from the story into sequence and role-play the story. Other activities may
include children making their own books with their own drawings and text and
presenting the story as a drama. This is not an exhaustive list of the activities and
strategies used in the Claremont project, but the importance of storytelling is stressed
because of the strong connection fables and fairy stories provide with hearing culture
and because they form a part of the literary background that is often neglected in the
Deaf child's education.
Based on these strategies, the Claremont program claims significant improvements in
students' language and reading ability. However, these are difficult to substantiate as
most of the information relating to this is in anecdotal form. The program is operating in
government schools and the staff claim that ideally ongoing research into the outcomes
of the program should have been put in place from the outset, but that funds and
personnel were lacking for such a purpose.
One significant achievement claimed by the Claremont Project relates to the whole
school community use of Auslan. It is used daily in the school in staff meetings, sports
carnivals, assemblies, parent interviews and the classroom. It is reported that one
student remarked: "There's really no difference between Deaf and hearing kids. When
you can sign you can talk to everyone" (Gifford 1996, no page numbers).
Sign bilingual programs in Western Australia
Between 1994 and 1996, the Western Australian Department of Education investigated

and developed a sign bilingual program in the context of government schools. The
Coordinator of Deaf Education in the Western Australian Department of Education,
John Richards, travelled extensively in Australia and the United States in order to
develop the program based upon the perceived best practices from other programs. The
sign bilingual program is offered in five areas. Two of these are High School Units
within regular schools, one is an elementary school for the deaf and there are other
provisions in an Early Intervention program and some in integrated school settings.
Teaching methods in Western Australia
According to Richards ( 1997), of major interest to teachers and parents in the programs

is how English will be taught and appropriate levels of literacy achieved. At the
commencement of the Wes tern Australian program in 1999 it is believed that a similar
approach was used to that in the Claremont Project and the Thomas Pattison School. For
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instance, books are read to children by interpreting the text into Auslan but children's
attention is drawn to the English text. This approach has also been advocated and used
in sign bilingual programs in the U.S.A. (Schleper, 1995). The Western Australian
Program also proposes to enrol hearing students into its school for the Deaf and into its
Early Intervention Program with priority being given to CODAs and siblings. At the
time of writing it was anticipated that the sign bilingual program would be supported by
educational interpreters, Auslan would be offered as a LOTE within participating
schools and Auslan and Deaf Studies would be included in teacher training courses. In
addition, materials to support the sign bilingual approach were being developed and the
need for research to support this program was recognised (Richards, 1997). The
Western Australian program will be similar to Claremont in that it will be in a
mainstream setting.

Ongoing issues in sign bilingualism
One of the major issues for sign bilingualism is the lack of empirical research to support
claims made by such programs of the efficacy of their approaches to the acquisition of
literacy by Deaf students. Vernon and Daigle ( 1994) express the reservation that sign
bilingual programs have not been extant for a long enough period under sufficiently
formal experimental circumstances to present strong and conclusive evidence to support
the value of bilingualism with deaf students. Critics of sign bilingual approaches are
asking for evidence that the approach is working (see, for example, Mayer and Wells
1996,). To respond to these demands, test instruments need to be developed that assess
student competence in ASL or Auslan (and other natural sign languages). Students'
competence in English and other subject matter can be evaluated through the written
mode and new instruments can be developed and delivered through sign that can assess
the cognitive and psychological aspects of deaf students intellectual and social
development.
Leigh ( 1999) points to the increasing acceptance of global principles that relate more
generally to bilingualism that involves two spoken languages among sign bilingual
programs for the Deaf. These principles have been based on a singular interpretation of
the Theory of Linguistic Interdependence (Cummins 1989). Leigh describes a similar
sense of deja vu experienced in the TC movement. Bilingual programs are developing
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hotly defended positions that as yet have no basis in empirical research. Programs on
the whole have no well-developed policy or strategy for assessment and validation of
outcomes. The impact of these and other issues on the Thomas Pattison School will be
discussed more fully in Chapter Eight.
From the sign bilingual educational programs already discussed it can be seen that in
many countries, including Australia, they are based on the premise that students can
learn English by reading it in printed materials which is explained in either ASL or
Auslan. Students are not expected to engage with the English language through speech
or sign (i.e. Signed English is not advocated by many Sign bilingual programs).
Greg Leigh of the Royal NSW Institute for Deaf and Blind Children's Renwick College
has expressed reservations about the trend to embrace sign bilingual programs.
There continues to be an issue relating to the total applicability of the
Linguistic Interdependence Theory to the situation of a spoken and sign
language as opposed to two spoken languages. There are realistic
concerns about how the underpinning of the second language is achieved
by a first language that does not share the same communication mode.
Underlying the sort of work that underpins linguistic interdependence as
a theory in spoken languages is a commonality of aspects of the two
languages both on a phonological level and then later at an
orthographical level. Clearly, there can be interdependence in languages
that do not share orthography; but, even those languages share an
auditory-oral communication system. There are almost as many points
of observable difference between the situations as there are points to
observable commonality. What is a theoretical issue? Is it one on which
the system falls, I don't think so. Is it one that we would need to
understand better? Absolutely. At the moment, in the process of
development of programs, it is an issue that is not necessarily receiving
the attention that it deserves. Indeed, as we talk about having an impetus
for the development of programs, that is fast becoming a momentum.
We will see considerably more development of programs of this type
almost replicating the situation of 25 years ago, where Oral programs
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became Total Communication programs. A lot of the issues, which
should have been addressed then in regard to that program development,
were not (Interview with Leigh, 1997).
As described by Leigh, it can be seen that there is a developing momentum in the
adoption of sign bilingual programs that may be proceeding ahead of the developing
theory in the area and the research to support the practices that are being adopted. In an
attempt to embrace sign bilingual programs at the school level, there appears the danger
that such programs will be adopted "in principle" but that many of the theoretical
underpinnings will not have been well thought through or even understood at the level
of the classroom teacher. Leigh, along with Mayer and Wells (1996), has drawn
attention to the Linguistic Interdependence Theory that many sign bilingual programs
fefer to as a model. Clearly the situation is not as straightforward as these proponents
would suggest.
An additional problem for any large-scale introduction of bilingual-bicultural programs
is that of fluency in ASL/Auslan. Assuming that many teachers of the deaf will be
hearing, only a small percentage, achieve native-like fluency in sign. Any use of
teachers not fluent in a native sign language would undermine the rationale for a
bilingual program, as language role models are central to the thinking of bilingual
prngrams (Paterson 1994).
Extrapolating from the American experience . it can be argued that, in Australia
currently, few teachers have a full enough understanding of the grammar of both
English and Auslan to enable them to be able to teach the syntax and transformations of
both languages (Vernon and Daigle 1994). This has serious implications for teacher
training if new teachers are to enter the service with these skills, instead of attempting to
acquire them on the job.
Greg Leigh who has expressed the need for the premises behind sign bilingual programs
to be well thought through has reservations about the outcomes claimed.
What becomes important is not that we have absolutely concrete
answers on those things before a program is started. The reasons for
developing those sort of programs we are talking about exist anyway and
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have justified the introduction of those programs in terms of fine tuning
programs, making sure that kids, and indeed adults, who are involved in
programs of this nature are actually achieving the learning outcomes that
the program is premised on, that is, that English will be a successful
underpinning second language but the success in the first language is not
guaranteed necessarily (Interview with Leigh, 1997).
Resources

There is still a lack of materials in the area of Deaf Culture. Books written on the
subject may not be widely accessible to a predominantly ASL or Auslan using Deaf
audience. Signed and captioned videos are becoming available and some sign bilingual
programs are making a conscious effort to record materials that are culturally important.
These include samples of students telling stories and older deaf people's recollections
and reminiscences of their lives and education.
Two organisations in NSW, The Adult Education Centre and The New South Wales
Association of the Deaf, have worked jointly on a video of Deaf history named
"Heritage in Our Hands"(Warby and Clancy 1994). There are also videos relating to
Deaf Culture and Sign Language produced by the Deafness Research Centre at Griffith
University in Queensland. However, these are not curriculum materials for day-to-day
usage in classrooms.
Teachers at the Thomas Pattison School are creating their own materials but this is a
lengthy process and lacks the immediacy and spontaneity of being able to turn to readymade materials that are available to mainstream teachers. More recently, teachers from
The Thomas Pattison School have been reviewing materials produced by the Deafness
Research Centre at Griffith University. This has led to some collaboration in the writing
of curriculum materials. Staff members at the Thomas Pattison School have suggested
the need for a resource person within the school who would be devoted to the creation
of resources. These would include captioned videos to cover documentaries, sign
versions of novels or parts of novels, sign videos explaining English grammar through
Auslan, and other support materials across the curriculum.
Recently, Johnston (2003) has suggested the development of a project he has named
"Sign Bank." This would be a web site that educators and the Deaf community around
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Australia could access to determine whether a sign that is needed or a technical term
already has a recognised Auslan sign. The website using computer generated avatars
would allow for individuals to devise and suggest signs that others accessing the
website could view and comment upon. This would allow for the standardisation of
Auslan signs around Australia and prevent the development of idiosyncratic signs in
isolated settings. Further discussion of the need for development of Auslan resources is
discussed in Chapter Eight where the Thomas Pattison School and its practices are
discussed in detail.
Implications for teachers and teacher training
Traditionally, teacher training programs have not channelled teachers of the Deaf into a
specific area of Deaf education and have not allowed for communication preferences.
Sign bilingual programs for the Deaf imply, however, that there will be some specific
changes in the training of teachers of the Deaf, particularly if these programs gain wider
acceptance in the educational community.
Greg Leigh and Rod Beattie of the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children and
Renwick College are responsible for the teacher training program which amongst other
things prepare teachers of the Deaf for employment in both government and private
schools . Leigh has recognised the inadequacy of teacher training program in the past to
come to terms with the specific locational and methodology needs which teachers are
faced with after training. Training for teachers of the Deaf in the past, as Leigh
describes it, has been a "one size fits all" approach. In the past training courses turned
out graduates who could potentially be employed in a School for the Deaf, a partially
integrated setting in a mainstream school, as an Itinerant teacher and more recently in a
sign bilingual setting. Such an approach suits a large employer like the Department of
Education in NSW as it enables it to appoint teachers wherever and whenever it may be
necessary. Greg Leigh has made the following claim about teachers in the NSW state
system.
In the NSW Department of Education (as in most other State education

systems in Australia), teachers are expected to be able to operate across
any of the program types available within the system. Clearly, in order
for teachers to be truly effective across such an array of service delivery
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options, there is an almost impossibly large list of high level
competencies that teachers would be expected to possess (Leigh 1997,
p.51).
Leigh is of the view that teacher training should be designed more to meet the needs of
the specific situation or program type where prospective teachers will find themselves
employed. Leigh's rationale is that typically the tendency for teachers in the Australian
context is to enter the teaching service in one type of program or communication
method and stay indefinitely in such a program, to the extent that their skills in other
areas become diminished or outdated. Leigh sees the need to develop program based
competency skills that training institutions could then use as the basis of course design,
tailored to suit the future teaching needs of a teacher in a specific program. Clearly such
an approach depends on the cooperation of the employing body and the training
institution and the targeting of individuals at the point of entry into teacher training
programs for the eventual educational setting into which they will be placed. Leigh cites
the recommendations of the 1988 Presidential Commission on Education of the Deaf in
the United States as precedence for such an approach. He puts his position in the
following terms.
This concept fits well with the format of many current postgraduate
programs, particularly those at the master's degree level, which already
allow students to choose an eclectic program of coursework. In practice,
it is likely that there would be a list of core competencies that cut across
a number of roles and which would be deemed to be important for
teachers in all roles. However, the basis for such an individually
responsive training system would be that teachers could undertake a
program of training that is specific to a particular role within the broader
field (Leigh 1997, p.55).
Two of the staff from the Thomas Pattison School who trained at the same commented,
university in a joint interview, on their own training and the areas where they felt it was
inadequate.

161

We just remember coming out and all we had to do was sign one stupid
poem or something which we had to learn but there was nothing
assessing our teaching skills in signing or conversational skills and we
remember thinking this is terrible! So I think it needs to go back to
teacher training. If people want to become teachers of the deaf either
undergraduate or postgraduate, we think they have to choose strands and
we think that within the signing strand there should be sub-strands where
you either choose to do Signed English or you choose to do Auslan. We
think that is the way it goes and you have to have some demonstrated
ability in either language before you graduate (Interview with two
Thomas Pattison CODA teachers, 1999).
One of these teachers went on to say that teachers should be required to pass a test of
fluency in sign language before being allowed to teach Deaf children and commented
that requirements for teachers should be similar to those for interpreters.
Clearly preparation courses for teachers who will find themselves in bilingual programs
need to specifically address issues of competence in natural sign languages. If most
teachers are not native users of sign or even skilled practitioners then many of the
conditions for a successful bilingual program cannot be met from the outset.
Allen ( 1994) has listed some suggestions and incentives to increase teachers'
competence in ASL and enthusiasm for Deaf culture that administrators could well
embrace. These include a bilingual pay scale, sign certification, a combination of formal
and informal evaluations and a clear sign communication policy. Allen calls on preservice training to take into account the contribution ASL and Deaf culture can make to
education as teacher training plays a significant role in shaping teachers' beliefs.
Administrators and sign bilingual programs

Marie Philip from the Learning Center at Framingham claims that the administration is
central to the process of bringing in change. However, according to Philip, this involves
the administrators learning to give up a little control and being flexible as well as facing
the process of struggle and the fielding of emotions (Philip 1996). Reynolds and Titus
( 1990) from the sign bilingual program at the Indiana School for the Deaf state that sign
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bilingual education marks a long awaited opportunity for the equality and selfdetermination of Deaf people. However, they refer to the "hidden curriculum" or the
values, norms and attitudes that are held by the school administration. They give some
instances, described below, where administrators fail to treat Deaf people equally in
educational settings. Reynolds and Titus claim that the values of the school can be seen
reflected in its language policy and practices. For instance, conducting staff meetings in
sign would be a strong statement about the administration's policy toward language and
the distribution of power. Reynolds and Titus further state that it is difficult for a
dominant group to identify oppression when they are the perpetrators. They give the low
status of positions held by Deaf staff within school structures and the placement of Deaf
teachers within schools on classes of students with additional handicaps or cognitive
and emotional needs as examples of the hidden message that it is better to be hearing.
Reynolds and Titus say that each individual in the system needs to evaluate their role in
terms of the "hidden curriculum." This means that individuals must identify the beliefs
and attitudes they hold towards Deaf people and how these are transmitted. Once this
process has been achieved at the individual level, structures and systems can be
examined and changed to the point where cultural differences are respected and
dialogue continues between the two groups.
Clearly, many educational provisions for the deaf are in place where the existing power
structures are either unlikely to change or the process will be slow and perhaps painful
as administrators learn to "let go." However, until Deaf people are allowed positions of
trust and positions of status within the educational community it is likely that
administrators will continue to make decisions that will not take into account cultural
differences.

Implications for change in existing programs and sign bilingual programs
The introduction of sign bilingual programs and the consideration being given by
existing programs to change or incorporation of native sign languages as a method of
instruction will require significant changes in both philosophy and practice. Some of the
major changes are listed below.
•

Traditionally programs for the Deaf have had the majority language (English,
Dutch, Swedish etc) as the only legitimate language and hearing people in
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positions of authority. Adopting the linguistic minority position of Deaf Culture
would imply that there would be an increase in the representation of Deaf people
as teachers, teachers aides, general assistants, psychologists and advocates.
Hearing people working in sign bilingual programs would be expected to know
Auslan/ASL and the history and culture of Deaf people.
•

Recognition of Auslan/ASL as the first and preferred language of culturally
Deaf people implies that interpreters become available for communication
between Deaf and hearing people and that unintelligible speech and substandard
signing are not acceptable communication.

•

Sign bilingual programs will not be viewed as special education provisions but
rather as programs for linguistic minority children. Taken to its full extent, this
implies a change in that Deaf people identifying as a minority language group
would no longer be eligible for disability benefits or services. Rather, Deaf
people would find protection in education and employment under AntiDiscrimination legislation and other such similar civil rights legislation.

•

It would no longer be appropriate to label Culturally Deaf people in terms of

degree of hearing loss such as moderate, severe, profound and so on. Deaf
people would instead be viewed as a linguistic and social group.
•

Intervention in deafness would change under the construction of a linguistic
minority. Children would not necessarily wear hearing aids, neither would they
be operated on for deafness. Hearing parents would be encouraged to reduce the
impact of deafness on their family by seeking out linguistic and cultural role
models for their child in the Deaf Community.

(These propositions have been adapted from The Open University course Issues in
Deafness, 1991)
Obstacles to the acceptance of the cultural-linguistic minority view and sign
bilingual educational programs for the Deaf
While there appears to be increasing acceptance of sign bilingual programs for the Deaf,
these programs are still small in number and have not been wholeheartedly embraced by
either parents or the educational community. Clearly, acceptance of such an approach to
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Deaf education involves acceptance of certain conditions, such as the paradigm that the
Deaf are a cultural-linguistic minority group with all the rights socially, politically and
educationally that a similar minority group would expect. Clearly, too, certain obstacles
exist to the growth and acceptance of such programs. Some of these are listed below.
•

ASL and Auslan are native to fewer than 10 per cent of Deaf children.
Therefore, parents and teachers are difficult to convince of its value for them and
Deaf children.

•

Research in the United States indicates that teachers of the deaf are ambivalent
about the need for either ASL or Signed English competency at the
commencement of their teaching careers (Hadadian et al.1997). It is my
perception that the situation in Australia is similar as most teachers work in
mainstream /oral environments.

•

Research has also shown that there is great confusion among teachers in the use
of ASL and other manually coded systems and discrepancies between what
teachers claim to be using and are actually using (Woodward and Allen, 1987).
In a study by Allen (1994) only 8 per cent of teachers in the group believed that

ASL should be used as the language of instruction in the classroom while 65 per
cent supported the use of artificially and naturally developed sign systems.
•

Deaf people are forced to accept the disability construction to receive education,
funding, access to interpreters, technology such as TTYs and so on.

•

Cultural transmission occurs mostly from Deaf child of Deaf parents to Deaf
child of hearing parents. Thus, the most significant advocates for Deaf children,
their parents, have to be persuaded generation after generation of the value of the
linguistic minority position. Most parents have received early counselling that
has directed their thinking on deafness toward the disability construct and as a
result

may

choose

oral

programs

over other educational

programs.

Consequently, many hearing parents are reluctant to learn sign language.
•

Strong ( 1995), in a recent survey of sign bilingual programs for the Deaf in
North America, found that none of the programs had established curricula or
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well defined teaching methods that were comparable with those in Sweden and
Denmark.
•

Teacher training courses typically offer a generalised program to teachers of the
Deaf but do not concentrate specifically on the acquisition of skills for use in a
sign bilingual context. The shortage of skilled teachers in the general classroom
context as well as in specialist subject areas is a continuing need that prevents
programs from having a strong teaching base with highly skilled teachers.

•

Researchers in the field of Deaf Education are seriously questioning the
theoretical bases for sign bilingual programs (Mayer and Wells, 1996).

•

Deaf people themselves have little influence in spreading the linguistic minority
construct, as they are generally not in positions of power and influence in the
educational establishment. Deaf leaders typically preach to the converted,
namely Deaf audiences. However, Deaf people are beginning to use the media to
represent their views in opposition to particular policies.

•

The fact that deafness is viewed as a disability has strong currency m
educational, medical and societal circles. The prevailing attitudes of the wider
society continue to be a barrier to the acceptance of the notion of a Deaf
Community. Educationally, failure to achieve in the same way as a hearing child
is localised in the deaf child not the educational approach.

It was in this context that the Thomas Pattison School was established and developed.
From the outset the Institute committed considerable resources both human and
financial to develop the sign bilingual program. As the Principal of the school, my
decisions to implement various policies were informed by the existing practices of the
sign bilingual programs described in this chapter and by the small but growing literature
in the area.
The development of the school according to the principles or tenets selected from these
sources is described in Chapters Seven and Eight. To establish the context of the school,
the early history of the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children and the decision to
begin a sign bilingual program are described in Chapter Six.

166

The essential principles emerging from the sources are listed below and are revisited in
detail in Chapter Nine in terms of the school's capacity to address these principles.
•

Exposure to a native sign language from as early an age as possible (Pickersgill
1997; Pickersgil and Gregory 1998; Morford & Mayberry 2000)

•

A native-like sign environment in the school and the home is essential
(Hadadian, Studnicky and Merbler 1997)

•

Recognition of a native sign language as a minority language and its use as the
language of instruction in the educational context across the curriculum (Ewoldt
1994; Gifford 1996; Svartholm 1993)

•

The learning of school content will occur through instruction in the sign
language of the Deaf Community and through literacy in the second language
(Gifford 1996; Johnson, Liddell and Erting 1989)

•

The systematic and separate use of two languages (Gifford 1996; Johnson,
Liddell and Erting 1989; Pickersgill 1997; Sign Talk Project, Winnipeg, no date)

•

Provision of a strong LI (signing) environment will provide a pathway to
literacy in the L2 (Gifford 1996)

•

Positive promotion of Deaf culture with access to the Deaf Community and adult
Deaf role models within the educational model (Ewoldt 1994; Gifford 1996;
Pickersgill 1997)

•

Curriculum content for students should not be modified (Ewoldt 1994; Nover
and Andrews 2001).
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Chapter Six: The Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children
This chapter describes the early history of the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind
Children up to the official opening of the Thomas Pattison School in 1998. The
changing attitudes to the Deaf and Deaf Education that have occurred as world wide
trends can be seen reflected in the Institute' s own programs. In this chapter frequent
reference is made to the Department of Education in New South Wales. The State
Education Department has undergone several name changes during the writing of this
thesis. Rather than attempt to capture all these name changes the term Department of
Education is used throughout.
The Institute's early history reflects a period of paternalism in Deaf Education that was
also reflected in society more generally in its attitudes towards people with disabilities
and towards minorities. The sources of information for the history of the Institute in this
chapter comes from the Institute's Annual Reports and from a book We Grew Together
(Plowman 1985). The book was written by the daughter of one of the Superintendents in
more recent times. Much of her information also came from the Annual Reports. The
period 1957 to 1989 will receive only brief mention, as the Institute had no educational
programs for deaf students during that period. Sources for the period 1993 to 2001 come
primarily from interviews with the staff of the Thomas Pattison School and other key
stakeholders in the development of the Bilingual-bicultural program. Policy documents
developed by the Deputy Chief Executive, John Race, and myself, as Principal of the
school, form an additional source of material.
The Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children began as the Institution for the Deaf
and Dumb. It was the first service provider for the education of deaf children and later
blind children in the state of New South Wales in Australia. In 1957 the name, Deaf and
Dumb Institution, was changed in favour of the name, Royal Institute for Deaf and
Blind Children.
The Institute was opened in 1860 by Thomas Pattison, a deaf man, who had arrived in
Australia in 1858. In 1861 the school had eleven pupils ranging in age from four to
seventeen years and became a public charity with a board of three directors and Pattison
as a teacher. Pattison was the first and only Deaf Principal of the Institution from its
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inception to the present time. The school for the Deaf at that time was administered by
the Institution and was not known at that time as the Thomas Pattison School. This
became the name of the school in 1993, when a new sign bilingual program was
initiated by the Institute. Classes in the 1860s were conducted in sign. One assumes that
this was British Sign language (BSL) that Pattison had brought with him. It later
evolved into the Auslan of the present day Australian Deaf Community. Power (1999)
suggests that Pattison's form of sign probably differed from BSL in that it probably
contained more fingerspelling. This argument is based on the observation that older
Deaf people recall that in their schooling there was a greater emphasis on fingerspelling;
while signing was not approved of by teachers, the ex-students recall that the teachers
sometimes resorted to fingerspelling to get their point across.
As mentioned already, the school has only been known as the Thomas Pattison School
since 1993. From the early 1960's until 1996 the complex of buildings currently
housing the Thomas Pattison School was occupied by the State-run Department of
Education school for deaf children. This school was closed in 1997 and the Institute
relocated the Thomas Pattison School to that site. The situation between 1993 and 1997
was somewhat confusing to casual observers as there was a school for the deaf and the
Thomas Pattison School, both on the same campus, one administered by the State
Department of Education and the Thomas Pattison School administered by the Institute.
The first year of the Institute's activities, 1860, was described by the Governor of New
South Wales, Sir John Young in the Institute's Second Annual Report which recorded
the minutes of the Annual General Meeting in the following way.
Prudently and tentatively under the management of one individual
(Thomas Pattison) and under the superintendence of a Committee of
three persons, the Society had carried on its operations in private during
twelve months and not unsuccessfully (Second Annual Report of the
Deaf and Dumb Institution 1861. p.6).
The Reverend Dr. Lang at the same meeting described the pupils who had by then been
attending the Institution for some two years. These students would have been under
Pattison' s instruction in sign language.
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The change that was effected in these unhappy children who had been
visited by Divine Providence with this calamity in the deprivation of the
sense of hearing, in the course of a very few months was something like
life from the very dead. In their isolated condition, without instruction,
without the power of communicating with their fellow men -

they were

little advanced in position above the beasts that perished (Second
Annual Report of the Deaf and Dumb Institution, 1861. p.8).
At the same meeting the Reverend George King extolled the virtues of the Institute. He
began by claiming that it was Christianity that was the originator of "asylums" for the
relief of suffering humanity and that the great civilisations of Egypt, Assyria, Greece
and Rome did nothing to alleviate the suffering poor amongst them. He went on to say:
The deaf and dumb in their natural state are absolutely without religion.
The deaf and dumb have no moral and religious perceptions in their
natural state. But bring them for a brief season under the exercise of
such an Institution as this and the moral and religious perceptions
awakened from their long lethargy begin gradually to assert their
supremacy over the entire man (Second Annual Report of the Deaf and
Dumb Institution, 1861, p.11 ).
Continuing in a similar vein the Reverend George Hurst said of deaf children:
. . . if such children had the benefit of good instruction at the hands of
kind and considerate teachers they did not suffer from their affliction so
much as might be supposed. He (George Hurst) had known some who
were quite as intelligent as other children. The charitable institutions of
this colony were an honour to the community, but he had always felt
until this, the Deaf and Dumb Institute, had been founded there had still
been something to disiderate (sic) (Second Annual Report of the Deaf
and Dumb Institution, 1861.p.12).
The Reverend Hurst can be seen as being somewhat more generous than others of his
day in that he recognised the intelligence of deaf children in contrast to Dr Lang who
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saw them as not much above beasts in their uneducated state. These remarks reflect the
thinking of the time and can be seen in keeping with other statements made about the
construction of deafness as a disability already discussed in Chapter Two. It can also be
seen from these remarks that there was a measure of self-satisfaction found by those
associated with the Institution as they felt this type of work enhanced their own
humanity as well as those on whose behalf they worked. The tone of these remarks can
be seen as somewhat self-congratulatory and patronising, with the deaf students being
presented as disempowered and the recipients of charity. It can be seen from the
remarks of the Reverend Hurst that the motivation for the Institute to work with the deaf
was primarily to improve their moral perceptions and thereby relieve their "affliction."
By 1863 the number of pupils had grown to twenty-two so the Institute was relocated to
larger premises in Pitt Street, Sydney. The Directors' Report of 1864 illustrates the fact
that the Institution had become a recognised charity and the report appears to have been
written with its benefactors in mind. The language of the time was both patronising
towards the Deaf while missionary in its zeal and encouragement of the Institution's
supporters.
The enlightenment and instruction of these afflicted creatures in this
colony can no longer be styled an experiment, the result has proved it to
be an established fact and the Deaf and Dumb School may now be
. ranked among the charitable institutions of the c_olony, and if there is one
class of suffering humanity which more than any other seems to deserve
our sympathy and need our help, it is that of the Deaf and Dumb. In their
natural state they are utterly destitute of all those moral and social ideas
which constitute the difference between barbarous and civilised man, the
grand powers of the intellect and thought which the Great Creator
originally implanted in the human soul lie dormant and all those inlets of
enjoyment and delight which irradiate and brighten man's chequered
path are completely closed up in the Deaf and Dumb; but dormant and
shut up as are the powers and faculties of these afflicted creatures in
their uncultivated state, they are not buried hopelessly beyond our reach.
Th~

teaching and training that has been exercised for the last three years
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in this institution has demonstrated the fact that thought, intelligence,
moral feeling, and religious impressions may be aroused within their
mind and heart (Third Annual Report of the Deaf and Dumb Institution,
1862, p.4).
Paternalism and religion combined with education appeared to be the driving energy
behind the activities of the Institution during these times. The director's report clearly
states that without education, which would have been in the English language in the
written form, but delivered in sign, the deaf child was an afflicted creature living in a
state of barbarism. It was the duty of educators to awake the intelligence, morality and
religion in the deaf child.
Pattison was dismissed in 1865 after the Ladies Visiting Committee expressed concern
over expenditure and management (Plowman 1985). While history does not tell us the
details of Pattison's dismissal, one questions whether the prevailing attitudes of the time
may have viewed him as an unsuitable person to be placed in such a role. Another
rumour current in the Deaf Community is that Pattison was homosexual and was
dismissed because of his sexual orientation. What is notable is that since that time no
Deaf person has held a significant position within the Institute. It is only in the past six
years that the Institute has employed Deaf people on its teaching staff although it has
employed Deaf people as collectors.
In 1870 the Reverend George King, in addressing the Annual General

M~eting,

referred

to what was the predominant method of communication used in the school.
The system of teaching the Deaf and Dumb to read and write and to
communicate with the rest of mankind by signs was one that had taken
much time to bring to anything like a state of perfection, and its
successful development was one of the greatest educational triumphs of
modem times (Ninth Annual Report of the Deaf and Dumb Institution,
1870, p.9).
The sign language used at this point was British Sign Language brought to Australia by
Pattison, and also used by Gilder and Watson, the following two superintendents. The
first Superintendent of the Victorian School for the Deaf, a Deaf man named Rose, also
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brought British Sign Language with him. Clearly at that time signing was the mode of
communication and was also seen as the key to literacy. It is the view of Power (2002)
that this may have been "methodical" sign an early version of Signed English rather
than natural sign as Gilder and Watson were not native users of sign.
The early Annual Reports of the Institution show that students were required to perform
at Annual General Meetings. The Superintendent demonstrated students' knowledge by
quizzing them publicly on matters such as the geography of Britain and other matters of
general knowledge. The Reports indicate that students responded to gestures that
indicated their names, suggesting that sign names were in common usage in this period.
Clearly, at this point in time signing was acceptable and the major communication
method within the school. However, this was to change and educational practices were
to be affected by practices in Britain and Europe. The Annual Report of 1880 refers to
the anticipated arrival of the teacher of "Articulation on the German system"; that is, a
teacher who would use an oral approach. This reference appears soon after the Congress
in Milan where the Oral method was nominated by educators of the deaf as the
preferred method despite protests from certain educators who valued sign. Subsequent
Annual Reports refer to the progress the Articulation teacher had made with a specific
group of students.
In 1883 Ellis Robinson, the Secretary of the Institute's Board, visited the Victorian Deaf
and Dumb Institution to investigate the Oral approach

an~

made the following report.

The articulation class consists of 13 pupils, under a young man who was
taught by the oral system and is quite deaf himself, this teaching does
not appear to be satisfactory as carried on at present and my inspection
did not tend to further my faith in this system. The children are further
advanced than the similar class in our Institution, having been under
instruction about four years. The Teachers do not prevent the use of sign
entirely and I could not say that I was favourably impressed with this
department and it is probable that some change will be required
(Twenty-second Annual Report of the NSW Institution for the Deaf and
Dumb and Blind 1883, p.13-14. Note that blind children are now
included.)
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It appears that the Victorian attempts to introduce an oral class were somewhat more

successful than at the Institution in New South Wales. However, it appears that some
sign was still used. While only cursory reference is made in the Annual Reports to the
establishment of Oral classes, clearly the trend in education for the deaf was following
the overseas trend. Robinson's concerns about the class appear ambiguous but in a
further report he recommends that more hearing teachers be employed rather than deaf
teachers.
Ellis Robinson then went on to say in his recommendations to the Committee:
I would therefore in conclusion earnestly urge on the Committee the
desirability of increasing the teaching staff without unnecessary delay. I
also feel sure more hearing teachers are required. The plan of employing
afflicted persons in this way is being quickly banished from all
institutions of this character in the home countries. The new head
teacher at Melbourne, just from England, is particularly strong on this
point and assured me that "no committee in Great Britain would now
attempt to appoint a person not in full possession of all his senses as an
instructor of the Deaf and Dumb or Blind." The teachers themselves not
having a sufficient knowledge of language or grammar to write correctly
cannot but impart this disability to the pupils (Twenty-second Annual
Report of the NSW Institution for the Deaf and Dumb and Blind 1883,
p.14-15).
This enlightening statement, while not directly accounting for the removal of Thomas
Pattison as the school's first Principal, certainly shows that the climate of the time was
not favourable towards the employment of Deaf people as teachers or, for that matter,
Blind persons. The use of terms "afflicted" and "not in full possession of all his senses"
implies that the person who is deaf is also suffering and not mentally competent. The
attitudes of the time held that Deaf people were in need of the paternalistic help that an
institution could offer and that these same people for whom these institutions existed
had no place on their educational staff.
That the Institute's practices were influenced by the Milan Congress's decision of 1880
is suggested references made by Samuel Watson, the third superintendent, to the "vexed
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questions" in a number of annual reports up to 1905. While specific mention of Milan is
not made in the Institution's reports, these references to the "vexed questions" indicate
that the Institution's personnel were acquainted with the debate between oral and
signing methods. From 1905, it became Institute practice to commence all deaf children
in an "oral" program, a sign language option being available to those who appeared not
to benefit from the "oral" approach.
From its founding in 1860 until 1956 the Institute was the main provider of education
for Deaf and Blind children in the state of NSW. The Institute included a boarding
facility and all students were required to board if they attended the school. While some
parents of students at the Thomas Pattison School attended the Institute's boarding
school and looked upon those days as the best of their lives, others look back on the
quality of education they received and are disappointed. While many parents and exstudents of the Institute enjoyed the social aspects of a large group of Deaf children
together, they seem less happy with the educational outcomes, as one parent remembers.
The following quote is from an interview with a parent from Thomas Pattison who
attended the Institute school:
My mother had kept some letters I had written while here at school. I
used to write letters while here at North Rocks. The teachers would say,
"Write and tell your parents what's going on." When I saw the letters I
was embarrassed. I asked, "How old was I when. I wrote these letters?"
She said, "Eight or nine." I wrote, "Dear Mummy and Daddy, the
weather is sunny and lovely day I like at school love Jenny" (name
changed). I was embarrassed. I was eight or nine when I wrote them. I
threw them away. I was very disappointed with the education here at
North Rocks (Parent of CODA child, 1997).

Oralism and State assumption of responsibility for Deaf Education
The 1950' s saw a number of changes in education of the deaf. The State government
assumed responsibility for education of the deaf and Oralism became the sanctioned
method of instruction. The visit to Sydney and Melbourne by Professor Ewing and Dr
Ewing from Manchester had a significant effect of education of the deaf in Australia for
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several decades. The Ewings were two prominent educators who had advocated day
care and integration rather than institutional care (Plowman 1985) and criticised the
government for its lack of involvement in the education of the deaf. In 1953 at its Fifth
Triennial Conference, The Australian Association of Teachers of the Deaf at Darlington
in Sydney resolved that all education for the deaf in Australia would be oral and that
sign language was not to be used as a medium of instruction (Branson & Miller, 1993).
Australia and New South Wales in particular followed the world- wide trend to Oralism,
although in Victoria the Victoria School for Deaf Children continued to use sign.
When the Public Instruction Amendment Act in 1965 gave the NSW Government
responsibility for the educational provisions for deaf students both at the Institution and
in other settings, the Directors of the Institution approved of this measure as it relieved
the Institution of some of the financial burden. As the main service provider, the
Department of Education was also responsible for training and employing teachers of
the deaf. The Institution still provided boarding facilities for children who came from
distant areas of the state. The Department of Education took over the administration and
staffing of the School for the Deaf, which remained on Institute property.
The organisation continued, as it has to this day, to be a privately organised charity. In
1957, Queen Elizabeth II bestowed the title "Royal" on the NSW Institute, while at the
same time the word "Dumb" was deleted from the name by an Act of Parliament. This
gesture in changing the name of the Institute may be seen as recognition by educators
that the term "dumb" was inappropriate when linked with deafness because it was
misleading in terms of the implications that the Deaf could not speak or vocalise and
that they lacked intelligence.
The Annual Report of 1957 refers to the omission of the word "Dumb"
It will be noticed that in our new title the word "Dumb" has been
omitted. Deafness very rarely affects the vocal organs and the fact that
deaf children laugh and cry so naturally, express their emotions so
vocally, even without speech, makes the inclusion of the word "Dumb"
redundant and completely misleading. Modem teaching methods place
emphasis on oralism and we endeavour, from the Nursery onwards, to
direct children's natural vocalisation into the channels of conventional
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speech (Ninety-Sixth Annual Report of the Royal NSW Institution for
Deaf and Blind Children, 1957, p.7).
Of interest in this statement is the focus on oral education of the deaf. The rationale
given for the removal of the word "Dumb" from the Institutions name is due to the
"modem teaching methods" which focussed on speech. By now the Oral approach to the
education of the deaf was well established within the Institute and elsewhere in
education. The concentration on speech for the deaf saw the denigration of deaf skills
such as signing and a shift to seeing the deaf as capable of speech.

Resurgence of Institute Programs
The Department of Education continued to run a school for deaf children on the Institute
site from the 1960s until 1997. In 1989, however, the Institute again became a provider
of education for the deaf in response to parental concerns that there was no exemplary
Oral program as most other programs had adopted the Total Communication methods,
which were prevalent in the 1980s.
Having investigated the Auditory-Verbal approach, the Institute opened an AuditoryVerbal program known as the Garfield Barwick School where deaf students were
educated primarily through audition. This program was funded in part by the
government but the greater proportion of funding came directly from the Institute's own
fundraising efforts. Over the years, the emphasis of this program, which included
integration of deaf students into cooperating partner schools, changed to Auditory-Oral.
In the 1990s changes in the way the Deaf Community perceived itself led to a similar
impetus for bilingual-bicultural programs at the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind
Children that came from the Deaf community itself. Despite continuous lobbying of the
Department of Education and an ongoing action with the Human Rights Commission,
the Department of Education was unresponsive to the request for a Bilingual-bicultural
program. The following excerpt came from a letter published in Sound News, the
Journal of the Parent Council for Deaf Education, requesting:
That the Department establish a special segregated high school for
signing students with a hearing disability and that this be established for
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the first intake of students in 1997 and be expanded until finally full high
school facilities are available for all deaf classes up to Year 12
matriculation level by the year 2002 (Sound News, Autumn, 1996, p.29).
The Department's response to this letter was to say an all deaf school was not an option
the parent of an oral, hearing-impaired child would support. The Parent Council for
Deaf Education in the same issue of Sound News claimed that its own research shows
that the need for such a school exists. This claim was based on parent responses to a
questionnaire on which some parents indicated they would want their deaf child to
attend an all deaf school as a day pupil or a boarder.

Establishment of sign bilingual programs for the Deaf
While the Department of Education remained reluctant to establish a 'segregated'
bilingual-bicultural program, The Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children
determined that it would establish a pre-school program in response to requests from the
Deaf Community. John Race, the Deputy Chief Executive of the Institute at that time,
had researched worldwide trends in deaf education and had become aware of the moves
in Scandinavia and the United States towards the provision of bilingual-bicultural
education for deaf children. (The term "sign bilingual" is now usually used in
preference to bilingual-bicultural to indicate the distinction from two spoken
languages.) Race had already been approached by Dot Shaw (now deceased), a
prominent member of the Sydney Deaf Community who wanted teaching programs in
Auslan as the primary means of instruction.
In the following quote, John Race describes the circumstances that led to the
establishment of a bilingual-bicultural program through his discussions with Dot Shaw
and Anne Duffy (a teacher from the Department of Education).
The discussions with her (Dot Shaw) set me off investigating a
bilingual-bicultural program over the following couple of years. I must
mention that Anne Duffy was one of the first strong influences in
affecting the choice of program that I made. Anne had just completed a
lot of the work on a book in co-authorship with another person called
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"Nothing For My Mind." This report highlighted the need, in the opinion
of the authors, for there to be a bilingual-bicultural type educational
program for children (Interview with Race, 1997).
A number of models and influences were significant in the formative period of the sign
bilingual program at the Institute. In interviews for the study, John Race described the
period of research and discussion that took place and the programs that were visited
before the Institute embarked on its own program. Anne Duffy gave John Race contacts
in Melbourne, which he pursued. One of the teachers in Melbourne, the Deputy
Principal of the Victorian School for the Deaf, had been to the Manilla School in
Stockholm and having been very impressed with that program had recommended that
Race visit Manilla School and investigate what they had been doing. It was also through
the Deputy Principal that Race became aware that educators in Tasmania were
exploring the use of Auslan in teaching deaf children at Claremont. Race made contact
with the teachers at Claremont and investigated that program as well.
Jan North, who was the Head of Early Childhood Services at The Royal Institute for
Deaf and Blind Children at the time, recalled similar circumstances surrounding the
formation of the program.
As you know, we were on an expansive phase of setting up programs for
deaf children at the time and it was actually John Race who came upon
some information about bilingual programs. He had been asked about it
for a while from the Deaf community and he had come upon some
information about bilingual programs and he sought more information
about them from Anne Duffy. Then what he did was he actually sent all
the information down to me and said, "Have a look at this, what do you
reckon about this, should we make the pre-school that we're building a
bilingual-bicultural program," and so I suppose we both got excited
about it and said yes we will do it. So that is it really, from the lnstitute's
perspective. This took place in 1991 (Interview with North, 1997).
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From Jan North's perspective the early childhood component of the bilingual-bicultural
program was of paramount importance because she believed that in Deaf Education in
the past there had been a real lack of quality Early Childhood programs for the Deaf.
So the first influence was to set up a really top early childhood program
and that they would get everything in the Early Childhood Program. So
that is one of the influences. (Interview with North, 1997)
Furthermore the program would be innovative in that hearing children were to be
included. Jan North explains:
The second influence, obviously, was to work out what would work, I
suppose, given the nature of Auslan and the bilingual nature of the preschool. To a very large extent we just decided what we thought was
going to work for ourselves. The inclusion of CODAs, for example, was
not based on anyone else's model; it was based on discussions that we
had with various people and basically the decision that John and I took.
We just said, "Well, this makes sense to us." We weren't aware of any
other program using COD As but it just made sense to us at the time. The
inclusion of community children in the pre-school, for example, was not
based on anything else either; it was just that there are benefits to be
gained from this and I still maintain that there are huge benefits to be
gained. So I am just including community children in the pre-school
because of the fact that it keeps everyone honest about the level of
development in children apart from a whole lot of other things
(Interview with North, 1997).
North claims that the program is not replicated anywhere else. She also acknowledges
the influence of the Deaf Community as a major factor in developing the model for the
sign bilingual program. North says that it was her conversations with Deaf people that
ultimately determined her model for the pre-school in every area. She described the
decision-making process as follows:
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We worked out a model for ourselves based on what we knew about
early childhood education, what we knew about language development,
what we knew about deaf children, what we heard from the Deaf
Community and other people and what made sense to use at the time.
And I think the model we set up is not replicated anywhere else that I
know of. I have never come across another pre-school that does exactly
the same as what we have done (Interview with North, 1997).
Evolution of the program
John Race visited schools in Stockholm and in Copenhagen to see what methodology
they had employed in introducing the sign bilingual program and maintaining it from
those early stages throughout the ten years or more that their program had been in
operation. He also visited on another occasion The Learning Centre for Deaf Children at
Framingham near Boston when this school was in the process of introducing a sign
bilingual program and was able to discuss with the staff some of the problems that they
had encountered in the introduction of the sign bilingual program. At the stage John
Race visited them the sign bilingual program had been introduced into the school for a
period of about three years. Whilst they had yet to accrue the experience of the
Scandinavian schools, the Learning Centre staff had benefited from also visiting the
Scandinavian school and developing different techniques to overcome some of the
problems that they foresaw.
From Race ' s point of view the Scandinavian countries were the p10neers of sign
bilingual education for deaf children. This was the case because these countries have
had sufficient time and the wider experience derived from the need to provide bilingual
programs for the whole population. Their borders near so many other countries have
encouraged them to do this and the presence of minority groups that have other
languages have, in recent years, inspired attempts to develop better bilingual-bicultural
models of teaching. Race believes that the educators of the deaf in these countries have
benefited from that research and have developed a reasonably sound pedagogy, which
he believes will stand the test of time. Race has expressed the belief that the pedagogy
itself should be continually in a state of development and that the Institute's program, in
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particular, should be constantly looking to its methods and modifying them to improve
the outcomes for the children in their charge.
Both Race and North believe that using a methodology, which uses a native sign
language as the language of instruction, as a vehicle for learning English, would result
in deaf students progressing through the program at the same rate as their hearing peers;
and, their language development would approximate the normal expectations for the
particular grade. Realistically, they were not sure whether deaf children could really
maintain grade expectations over the same time span.
Our expectations are that we will eventually produce age appropriate
language for the children and that we will have highly educated children
and university students if that is what their potential is and so on. That
each child will work to their potential and that they will get the best
possible opportunities available. I suppose that our expectations are that
for this group of children they will certainly reach much higher
educational goals than what they would have under any other system in
the past (Interview with North, 1997).
While there was very limited research evidence on the efficacy of sign bilingual
programs John Race and Jan North felt that the theory was sound. Existing programs in
Aboriginal Education had recognised the efficacy of teaching children in their first
language, then using the first language as a. basis for teaching English. Although the
conditions differ somewhat, similarities lay in the fact that many Aboriginal languages
have no written form, as is the case with Auslan.
Although it had originally been the intention of the Institute to set up a pre-school for
children with vision impairments, instead a sign bilingual pre-school for Deaf children
was established. Demographic information led John Race to believe that a preschool for
children with vision impairment was not likely to be in high demand at that stage. He
believed that a stronger case with higher priority was the sign bilingual pre-school
Race and North were now well prepared and highly motivated to establish this type of
sign bilingual program. However, when a meeting with the New South Wales
Association of the Deaf was arranged to begin the process, they found that they had
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competition from the Department of Education. As a result, the negotiations for the preschool were fraught with tensions. According to John Race, the Department of
Education had been holding unilateral talks with the NSW Association of the Deaf who
then actively discouraged the Institute from setting up such a program. Race and North,
however, argued that the Department of Education was further away from being able to
establish a successful program than the Institute. The Institute began procedures to
establish a sign bilingual program.
According to Jan North, there was great resistance to setting up the program particularly
from the Department of Education. The reason was that the Department had invested
resources by sending staff overseas to do an extensive study and their brief was to come
back and advise the Department about setting up a sign bilingual program. Jan North
claimed that the Department felt a sense of ownership of a sign bilingual program. The
conflict was at times bitter and lingered for some years. For instance, North remembers:
I remember someone standing up at the Bilingual Conference and saying
words to the effect of, "an agency is setting this up just because they
have got the money and they really don't know what they are doing."
This really hurt because you can imagine that John Race and I are both
such obsessive thinkers, you can imagine that we thought of nothing else
for so long. I think at that stage I had even been overseas to see places
(Interview with North, 1997).
The Department of Education was not alone in its concerns. Professionals within and
outside the Institute had a number of apprehensions. First, they doubted whether the
program was theoretically and linguistically possible. Secondly, they questioned the
morality of setting up a program about which there was, as they saw it, no research.
Thus two significant bodies, The Department of Education and The NSW Association
of the Deaf, were excluded from the discussions surrounding the establishment of the
Institute's sign bilingual program. Relationships were not helped when in January 1992,
only days before the new school year, parents of Deaf children attending a Department
of Education school transferred their enrolment to the Institute' s program. The
Department of Education class based in a regular school had no children on the first day
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of operation. This was also done without consultation between the two bodies and
resulted in some ongoing tensions that are still felt today.
Despite these criticisms and the controversy surrounding the establishment of a sign
bilingual program, the Institute proceeded with its plan to set up such a program. On
31st October 1991, the first meeting of Deaf parents of Deaf children and Institute
personnel was held. At this meeting plans for the new pre-school were discussed and
slides were shown to illustrate the type of program that could be established. Parental
enthusiasm for the project led to a subsequent meeting on 7th November, 1991. This
meeting was specifically for adult CODAs (Children of Deaf Adults). The CODAs who
attended expressed the view that Deaf people had been denied opportunities by
educationalists, who had forced them into auditory-oral programs that had been
unsuccessful for most. The CODAs supported the idea of a sign bilingual program and
felt that CODAs should also be included. Consultation between Jan North and various
CODAs indicated a wide range of opinions for the inclusion of the CODAs in the
program and the duration of their placement in such a program.

Inclusion of CODAs in the Thomas Pattison School program
The Thomas Pattison School differs significantly from most programs in that a feature
of the program since its inception has been the inclusion of CODA students. Their
presence alters the school from being a school solely for Deaf children. The presence of
CODAs has been a source of queries and criticism from persons outside the program,
including older CODAs. From Jan North's point of view, the decision to include
CODAs was made because it was believed that there would be linguistic and cultural
benefits.
So we thought if we had little CODAs corning in they would probably
be fairly fluent signers even when they were tiny tots and they would be
excellent models. They would also be peers who belonged to the same
culture so they could share cultural things together (Interview with
North, 1997).
The inclusion of hearing children in the program also had an educational basis. To be
truly bilingual and bicultural, the program needed hearing children and hearing culture.
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The Deaf Community, however, did not readily accept the need to include these
children in.the program. Some Deaf people expressed the view that the hearing children
might be held back in their development if placed in a school for Deaf children. This is
a surprising notion: Deaf people appear to expect a lower standard from a school for the
Deaf, which may disadvantage hearing children. In practice, the school has been very
conscious of the presence of the hearing children and has striven to follow the regular
curriculum as a consequence of their presence and also to raise expectation of what a
school for the Deaf can provide. Conversely, Marie Philip, a Deaf person on the staff of
The Leaming Centre at Framingham, when asked about the presence of CODAs in a
program expressed the reservation that CODA children would quickly dominate deaf
children because of their verbal skills. This has not been the early experience at Thomas
Pattison School, as all hearing children are required to sign in the presence of deaf
children (see Ch 8). The benefit of having hearing children in the program is explained
by North.
We kept the hearing children in there firstly because we thought they
would also help to keep the program at a developmentally appropriate
level. So if you've got bright kids coming in from the regular community
then you know that the things are at a developmentally appropriate level.
You also need kids from a hearing culture in a program to truly make a
bilingual-bicultural program. So we wanted the kids not only to learn
Deaf culture and we also wanted them to learn English culture. So we
felt that that was very important. We also have always felt, in terms of
reverse integration, that it is very important to work on a group of kids
who have the same communication skills with the Deaf, who appreciate
Deaf culture and who can be perhaps almost advocates for the Deaf
Community. We can see benefits to the hearing children who attended
our program as well. We felt that it was really important. We were
criticised by the Deaf Community for having those kids in the program
(Interview with North, 1997).
The benefits of CODA children in the program are evident in that they provide a first
point of contact with hearing people who are skilled in Auslan. Being children of Deaf
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adults they are conversant with Deaf Culture and realise many of the difficulties Deaf
people face when communicating with hearing people. So CODA children provide
positive examples of hearing people who are able to communicate with the Deaf and
also have positive attitudes and experiences of communicating with Deaf people. The
role of CODAs in the school is discussed further in a later chapter where the views of
teachers and parents towards CODAs are explored. The place of CODAS in the
program was reviewed by John Race in 1994; and a decision was made to allow them to
proceed through the school. This was based on a parental survey that indicated parents'
belief that CODAS should continue in the program until Grade 6. The place of CODAs
continues to generate discussion among staff and parents as to their place in the
program.
Following the October meetings, another important meeting was held on 14th
November 1991 attended by fifty-seven people. This meeting was significant for the
program because a group of parents indicated their intention to enrol their children
when the program opened. At this meeting several significant issues were discussed. Jan
North described the framework of the new pre-school. John Race made it clear that the
pre-school would start in 1992. The meeting also clarified the roles of the Department
of Education and the Institute at North Rocks. This was necessary because many of the
parents present were former students of the North Rocks School for Deaf children and
held it in low regard. They had seen the character of the school change to become an illdefined school for children with additional disabilities. In contrast, older members of the
Deaf Community who attended the Institute's school at Darlington held it in higher
esteem. The significance of this meeting was to set apart the Institute's sign bilingual
program from its predecessors. First, it was to be a program that recognised the wish of
the Deaf Community to have a school where its language and culture would be valued
and affirmed. Secondly, the school was to be for students whose primary language is
Auslan, which would be the language used for instruction and to access the curriculum.
This placed the pre-school and the school firmly on the footing of the first educational
programs in New South Wales to offer instruction in the preferred language of Deaf
students.
A further meeting in December 1991 was held to discuss the curriculum content and to
see if this met the needs and expectations of the families. Some parents were so specific
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about content that Jan North was able to recollect a parent saying, "I want my son to be
taught manners -not to belch in public." Also in December, a group of people, which
includeq Dr Trevor Johnson, the author of the Auslan Dictionary, was called together
specifically to discuss issues relating to the teaching of Auslan and English. This group
was named the Consultative Committee. This group discussed the reading of books in
Auslan and English and the need to present Auslan without voice. The importance of
using Deaf people as role models in exposing the children to a variety of professions
and activities was discussed (Minutes of Consultative Committee meeting, December
1991).
A significant amount of discussion centred on the teaching of speech. Issues that were
controversial in the early setting up of the program included the issue of speech
teaching. Traditionally, educators have argued that signing programs neglect speech,
resulting in the loss of any speech potential students may have and thus denying them
the capacity to communicate with the wider community. In response to this, the
proponents of bilingual-bicultural programs have argued that it has been parental
choice. In the following quote, North described how the policy was decided upon for the
pre-school.
So that if the deaf parent said, "Teach my child to sign but don't worry
about speech," we went with that because we were of the opinion that
they knew better what was going to work for their kids than

~e

did.

They had lived it for their whole lives (North, 1997).
The role of speech in the program continues to be a question. Other bilingual-bicultural
programs have had to consider the role of speech and have responded in various ways.
Marie Philip ( 1996) of the Learning Center at Framingham has made some observations
from the perspective of an educator and a Deaf person. It is her belief, and the practice
of the Learning Center, that students not be forced to take speech lessons; instead
students have to request spoken language classes. It is the feeling of the staff at
Framingham that they want to give students control rather than repeating the bad
experiences many Deaf people in the past have had with speech lessons. Marie Philip
believes that students should be given communication options that would include
writing between themselves and another party if speech is not shared. At the Institute,
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the issue of speech continues to be a discussion point, with the Chief Executive taking a
personal interest in the matter. The place of speech in a sign bilingual program was the
subject of discussion at bilingual meetings during 1998. A working party was
collaborating on the writing of a position paper for the Institute's bilingual programs but
a paper was never produced. Issues surrounding the teaching of speech will be discussed
further in Chapter Eight.
Discussion over the extension of the sign bilingual program
The pre-school finally opened on the first teaching day of 1992, with five Deaf children
from Deaf families and eleven CODAs as well as a number of staff and community
children. The official opening of the Roberta Reid Centre took place on 28th March
1992. The implication of the pre-school program was that a school age program would
be required in 1993. John Race, the Deputy Chief Executive, believed that the
commitment made to the parents with the pre-school needed to be carried through by
extending the education provided for their children to the next stage. As a result he set
about exploring the future options for the bilingual-bicultural program.
A memorandum from the Deputy Chief Executive to the Chief Executive on 22nd
January 1992 explored a number of possible options for the bilingual-bicultural
program. These were provision of:
•

No school age service for Deaf children who use Auslan

•

K-2 infants school program for Deaf children who use Auslan

•

K-2 primary school program for Deaf children and others who use Auslan

•

K-6 primary school program for Deaf children who use Auslan

•

A K-6 primary school program for Deaf children and others who use Auslan

•

A K-12 school program for Deaf children who use Auslan

•

A K-12 school program for Deaf children and others who use Auslan

•

Supported placements in cooperative independent schools for Deaf children who
use Auslan.
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These options were to be considered and presented as part of a written report to the
lnstitute's Board later in 1992. The outcome was that the Board resolved, at a special
meeting on 10th June 1992, that an Infants School program (Kindergarten to Grade 2)
be established from the commencement of the 1993 school year, that it enrol both Deaf
children and the hearing children of Deaf adults who use Auslan, and that it be known
as the Thomas Pattison Annexe. At that time I was appointed as the Principal of the
Thomas Pattison School. I also had responsibility for the Garfield Barwick School, an
Auditory-Oral program, and the Itinerant Teacher Service, which supported students in
integrated settings.
The Board of the Institute confirmed the continuance of the Thomas Pattison Annexe as
a program through to Grade 6 at a meeting of the Client Services Committee on 31st
October 1994. During 1994, a review of the school was conducted internally with a
number of meetings being held to discuss the form the program should adopt if it were
to be extended. It was decided by a committee that included John Race, the Deputy
Chief Executive of the Institute, Jan North, Head of Early Childhood, myself as
Principal of The Thomas Pattison School and Greg Leigh, Head of Renwick College
(now Assistant Chief Executive), that the program should always give priority to Deaf
children, followed by CODAs and then community children, if there was a demand
from the community to place such children. One option discussed was to have only
Deaf children and no CODA children in the program after Year 3. It was the view of the
committee that the presence of CODAs enhanced the dynamics of the classes ·as they
operated as truly bilingual individuals with significant skills in both languages. The
presence of CODA children in the High School will be discussed in Chapter Nine.
In 1995, the eventual extension of the Thomas Pattison School into high school was
approved. During this time it became apparent that the school building in use would not
be sufficient to cater for the needs of an expanding school, particularly with the planned
expansion into High School. In 1996, the Department of Education was asked to vacate
the premises owned by the Institute. A building project for the refurbishment of the
school took place in 1997 to prepare for the occupation of the buildings by the Thomas
Pattison School. In 1997, the program extended to four classes with four teachers, and
an additional Science Teacher was appointed. This phase of the school's expansion
occurred largely through discussions between John Race, the Deputy Chief Executive,
189

and myself as School Principal. Also in 1997, in recognition of the growth of the
school, I was given sole responsibility for the Thomas Pattison School and another
Head was appointed for the Garfield Barwick School and the Itinerant Teacher Service.
The client base for bilingual-bicultural programs is small as they draw primarily on
Deaf children from Deaf families and the incidence of Deaf children from Deaf families
in the population is low. This certainly was the composition of the initial group of
students at both the Roberta Reid and Thomas Pattison Programs in that all the children,
whether Deaf or hearing, were from Deaf families. However, hearing parents of deaf
children are now sending their children to these programs. A Deaf parent of a hearing
child who attends the program made the following remarks:
People are surprised when I tell them my son is attending a school for
Deaf children.
"It's only for deaf children," they say.
"No, they have hearing children too. They are integrated together"
Justin is now in year one and he has improved so much and when I
compare him with my other children there's no difference. ActuaHy I
think he's a little bit in front. His reading is good, his writing too. It's all
there. I just praise the teachers. Next year I think Justin will stay there.
Sometimes when he comes home from school he starts straight into
Auslan. The other two are strong in English. Justin can talk to the others
in English and also in Auslan. He can switch between the two languages
and he does it really well and he's really excited about the two worlds he
moves between, the deaf and hearing worlds (Interview with Deaf parent
1999).
In 1999, a year sooner than predicted, the Thomas Pattison School established high
school classes and curriculum offerings. Demand for places in a high school setting had
been such that the high school could have commenced even sooner but the Institute's
commitment to advancing the program one year at a time with fully qualified staff was
followed. An independent (i.e. non-government) school in the district was approached
to set up a partnership whereby students would access some subjects outside the Deaf
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school setting. Currently, students are accompanied by a teacher or an interpreter for
these classes.
It can be seen from the events described in this chapter that the establishment of the sign

bilingual program at the Institute has been significant for the Deaf community. It
continues a long association of the Deaf community with the Institute. The Deaf
community associates strongly with signing programs. There are few of these and they
are small in the numbers of students accommodated in the state school system. The
early consultation conducted included the thoughts and aspirations of the Deaf
community. This is continued by a strong presence of Deaf staff in the current school
program. Many of these staff hold significant positions in other organisations for the
Deaf and are active and respected members of the Deaf community.
The subsequent chapters describe the implementation of principles described in the
literature in the school's program and how this has evolved into the present practices of
the school.
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Chapter Seven: The Thomas Pattison School; developing the
curriculum and culture
In the previous chapter, the history of the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children
was described. The implementation of the sign bilingual program at a pre-school level
by John Race, the Deputy Chief Executive, and Jan North, the Head of Early Childhood
Services, and the influence of various sign bilingual programs around the world were
examined. This chapter analyses the development of various aspects of the bilingualbicultural program at Thomas Pattison School. This includes the operation of the school
from the perspective of selection of staff, their politicisation and issues of
communication. Entry criteria and characteristics of students and the staff's perspective
on student characteristics are explored. The curriculum offered at the school and the
integration program are examined. Also examined are the Deaf culture activities and
protocols that have emerged in the school to create and support a bilingual-bicultural
environment.

Thomas Pattison School
The Thomas Pattison School is built around an attractive central courtyard of grass and
several large trees and playground equipment. The entrance to the school is bright and
inviting. The appearance of the school and its resources certainly appear to influence the
decisions made by some parents. Some parents have said, "This is the school for my
child," even before they have visited any classes. The building dates back to the 1960s,
when it was occupied by a Department of Education school for deaf children. After this
school closed in l 996, refurbishment of sections of the building took place in 1997 to
allow the Thomas Pattison School to occupy the site. The building was refurbished in
such a way as to draw a contrast with the school that formerly occupied the site. It was
the intention of the Institute to set up a school that in terms of resources and quality of
education could be seen as equivalent to a high quality private school. For instance, in
early discussions surrounding the establishment of the school, interested parties from
the Deaf community expressed the wish that there be a school uniform that would
identify the school.
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The refurbishment included a new library, Design and Technology room, Science
laboratory and auditorium. While these existed in the previous building, the
refurbishment was on a scale that was in considerable contrast with the previous
facilities. Most classrooms were refurbished and optic fibre cabling installed throughout
the school with a view to its future technology needs. All doorways in the school were
widened to accommodate wheelchairs and handicapped toilets located in three positions
at various points around the school. Future expansion of the school is intended and other
existing buildings on the Institute site have been designated for the school to occupy in
time.
In 1999, the Host Family Program commenced. This program allows students from
interstate or outlying country areas to attend the school and board with a host family.
This program has allowed a number of students to attend the school when their families
could find no satisfactory program within the state education system in their local area.
Still other families have not accessed this program but have actually sold their houses
and moved to Sydney from remote areas to be nearer the school. The Host Family
Program is supervised by the Principal and the school psychologist and receives some
government funding.
Staff
In 2001, there were 26 staff members at the school and 47 students. This apparently
large number of staff to support this number of students is explained by the fact that a
number work part-time only. This number includes drivers who have no involvement in
the school curriculum. Six teachers aides are Deaf and have a significant presence in the
school. In the year 2001, there were four Deaf teaching staff as well as the Deaf teachers
aides already mentioned and six hearing teachers, a hearing librarian and a hearing
Principal. The proportion of Deaf staff is growing. In the case of teacher aide vacancies,
the school has sought to fill these positions with a Deaf person. So far there has been no
shortage of Deaf people to fill these positions. In the early days of the school it was
difficult to recruit Deaf people to work as teachers aides. Now through word of mouth
the Deaf Community has realised that there are many benefits for Deaf people to work
in an environment like Thomas Pattison. This has enabled the school to select teacher
aides on the basis of their Auslan and English skills and any other qualifications that
will contribute to the school program. One teacher aide now has a university degree.
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This, however, is clearly a case of under-employment of the person as he has many
other skills. He was not employed as a teacher because he did not have a teacher
qualification. However, the Institute is now sponsoring him while he studies for these
qualifications. This support takes the form of release time to attend lectures and
financial support for the payment of fees. He will join the teaching staff at the
completion of his studies as a mathematics teacher, an area that is difficult to staff even
in regular education settings, as there is a general shortage in this area.
In the case of teacher positions, criteria for appointment include an understanding of
sign bilingual education for the deaf and fluency in Auslan, as well as personal
characteristics and an ability to demonstrate an understanding of the curriculum taught
in New South Wales. Teacher selection is conducted by a panel composed of school
personnel. This is usually the Principal and Coordinator of the school and a Deaf person
who is independent of the school. On four occasions the person selected for the position
has been a Deaf person. Criteria for selection are now becoming more rigorous as
applicants appear to have better skills as well as there being a greater number of
applicants. Selection criteria now include the ability to articulate a well-developed
philosophy of sign bilingual education for the Deaf as well as having excellent Auslan
signing skills. Applicants are also expected to be able to demonstrate knowledge of
current research in the area and refer by name to individuals who are contributing to the
debate. In the future, it is expected that new staff will have to pass an Auslan assessment
in order to be employed. A similar assessment will apply to existing staff. The issue of
skills and qualifications in Auslan is discussed later in the chapter.
The appointment of a Deaf person to a high school position in the year 2000 was
deliberately targeted by the Institute to affirm the employment of Deaf staff. This person
received a cadetship to re-train, her original training having been as a primary school
teacher.
The composition of school staff within a sign bilingual program has been a source of
discussion both within this program and elsewhere in the world. The importance of Deaf
role models in both language and cultural domains has been stressed by a number of
bilingual programs around the world and these have been described in detail in Chapter
Five.
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There are bilingual programs such as those in the Netherlands that take a "one language,
one person" approach, where the Deaf person is the native sign role model, the hearing
person the English or community language role model. Still other programs emphasise a
team teaching approach where Deaf and hearing staff are present in the classroom, with
each having language specific responsibilities. While these perspectives have had some
influence in the choice of and decisions to employ staff at Thomas Pattison the selection
has always been based on the curriculum needs of the school and the best candidate for
the position. This means that the school has employed staff based on their qualifications
to teach a specialist subject. Certainly it is the policy of the Institute to positively
discriminate in favour of Deaf people in employment. However, just to be deaf is not
seen as an automatic qualification to be employed. Deaf or hearing potential employees
must demonstrate that they can contribute professionally to the curriculum and
philosophy of the school. At times, staff in the Institute argued that the ideal mix would
be half Deaf and half hearing.
This view of Deaf and hearing staff working together in a team teaching situation where
each individual has a role in being the native model for the acquisition and development
of that language is supported in the literature (Stone and Erting 1990). This approach
has been implemented to some extent at Thomas Pattison. In the younger grades there is
a teacher and a Deaf teachers aide per class. In some cases the teacher has also been a
Deaf teacher. It is the role of the Deaf person to provide the language model in Auslan
while the hearing person provides the English language model. Deaf staff, not originally
qualified as teachers, have taken on a teaching role within the school in the specific area
of Auslan teaching. The school, being a non-government school, has the freedom to do
this whereas much stricter barriers would exist in other settings for a Deaf person to
take on this role. However, it appears that in practice employment of staff will always
result in more hearing than Deaf staff because of the historically limited opportunities
for Deaf people to pursue higher education and employment. Also in some settings Deaf
people are discriminated against in employment as teachers. I am aware of Deaf people
who have had to litigate against educational authorities to obtain employment.
Arguments have been mounted against their suitability as teachers if they are not able to
provide speech lessons for deaf students.
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Within the school over the period of its operation there have been two teachers who
were CODAs and were actively involved in an organisation that promotes issues that
are of interest and concern to this group. As a result, other adult CODAs have been
invited to visit the school and relate their experiences growing up in a Deaf family. The
staff at the school now includes a Deaf person as the High School Coordinator. This
person is highly respected in the Deaf community and sits on various boards of
organisations within the Deaf Community.
Politicisation of staff
Scrutiny and criticism of the program from outside and early tensions with the

Department of School Education have made it inevitable and perhaps necessary for
teachers at Thomas Pattison to become politicised by identifying with a marginalised
group. The staffing of the school represents a group of specifically skilled people who
have a great deal of commitment to the program. However, one of the likely
consequences of being in a controversial and marginalised context is the feeling that the
program is constantly under attack from other areas of deaf education. Some staff
members have been exposed to vigorous debate and questioning in public forums from
teachers outside the program. One of the consequences was visitors to the school, in the
early days, were regarded by some staff with suspicion. As a result, a policy has been
implemented to ensure all visitors are accompanied by the Principal. Only then is their
presence in the school legitimised and teachers "protected."
Because teachers are employed in the program due to their demonstrated understanding
of deafness issues, Thomas Pattison School teachers have a heightened awareness of
how specific practices can reinforce marginalisation or challenge it; that is, they are a
highly political group of people who are proactive on issues of discrimination. One
exemplification of this is the move from hooters to flashing lights within the school to
mark period change times. For over 30 years in the government run Deaf school from
the early 1960s, school period times were marked by a hooter, largely for the benefit of
hearing teachers as students could not hear it. In 1997, the Thomas Pattison School
moved to the building previously occupied by the government school for the Deaf.
Although green flashing lights were installed to mark period times and red flashing
lights as a fire alarm, staff pointed out that the four lights placed at strategic positions
could not be seen from all areas of the school. In addition, hearing staff requested that a
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sensor light be placed on the door of the Deaf teacher's classroom so that she could be
made aware of anyone coming to the door. These measures have been argued for to
provide an equal work setting for the Deaf. Had a Deaf person been included in the
design of the refurbishment of the school, some of these issues may have been
anticipated so that they did not reflect the 'hearing' focus that is still an entrenched part
of the thinking of administrators. As Principal, I must include myself in this category;
even after twenty years experience in Deaf Education, I still do not 'think deaf , and
failed to anticipate at times the needs of Deaf staff.
The politicisation of staff means that the staff members have certain agendas they want
to promote and these cause tensions when they represent criticisms of the present
practices of the school. Teachers hold strong views on what constitutes an appropriate
bilingual education and thus tensions may exist between the demands of a group that
has been politically disadvantaged in the past and the administration of the school. In
my role as Principal of the school, it was often difficult to be the dispassionate observer
as staff actions and requests impinged directly on my role. On the other hand, I had to
work within certain budgetary restraints that are not always well understood by other
staff. In explaining some of these issues to staff, their differing roles and differing views
made them regard me as siding with the higher administration, who are not seen as
understanding the "grass roots" issues.
Teachers at the school are aware of the criticisms of researchers such as Mayer and
Wells (1996). In the face of this, teachers continue to say things like "we know it
works," "just look at the kids who have come through the program since preschool,
they're so much better than kids who come to us from other programs." While this is all
anecdotal information, staff members have an almost evangelistic zeal and belief in the
program. The experience at Thomas Pattison has some parallels with the Swedish
situation described by Jacobsson and Akerstrom (1997). They describe a situation in
Sweden where older teachers of the deaf have found themselves alongside younger
colleagues whose training and ideology is considered "right" while that of the older
teachers is considered "wrong." In the early years of the school, all the teachers were
under thirty years of age with the exception of the Principal, the librarian and the Design
and Technology teacher. In addition, three of the teachers trained in the same year in the
same course at the same university. There was, and is a tendency among the teachers at
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The Thomas Pattison School to verbalise that anyone before their time could not be a
true exponent of bilingual-bicultural education for the Deaf. In Sweden, this led to a
situation where "heroes and villains" had become typecast where the signers were
today's heroes and the Oralists were yesterday's villains. To some extent this described
the feelings of staff at the Thomas Pattison School. Teachers talked about themselves as
if they were in the vanguard of bilingual-bicultural education for the Deaf. In many
respects the oralist had become the enemy of the Deaf and of "enlightened" deaf
education. Jacobsson and Akerstrom (1997) say that the Oralist as villain is destined to
become a part of Deaf history.
This was clearly the case at the Thomas Pattison School where discussion in the
staffroom about the horrors perpetuated by oralists and others were frequently a part of
lunch time chat sessions. Some staff members made the following comments about
teachers whom they regard as problematic:
When you are changing over from a Signed English program to a
Bilingual program, that is very difficult because you are going to have
teachers who don't really understand it and don't grasp it and are still
teaching the old way; and that is very hard to overcome (Interview with
Thomas Pattison teacher, 1997).
Another teacher agreed with this view and saw older teachers with different training and
skills as obstructing the development of a bilingual-bicultural school. Referring to her
experience at another school she said:
The Ministry will never get rid of those old teachers who are still using
Signed English. So he (Principal of another school) has this problem
where supposedly it is a bilingual-bicultural school but he can't ever get
rid of those teachers, so we are very lucky (Interview with Thomas
Pattison teacher, 1997).
A less charitable attitude was expressed towards the so-called "villains" who are
perceived as expendable and not conversant with bilingual philosophy.
If people don't work out then I guess we can shove them off. I think

commitment and people really have to have an understanding of, not just
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deaf bilingualism, but bilingualism itself (Interview with Thomas
Pattison teacher, 1997).
As the school program has developed there has been a relaxation of teacher attitudes
towards other programs. Teachers feel more generous about sharing ideas and having
visitors to the program and accepting ideas from other educators who have specific
expertise. As one teacher has said:
Now we face the issue of attracting more teachers to the school who
have expertise in subject areas we need. We will have to accept that
maybe they don't have the signing skills and put something in place to
train them (Interview with Thomas Pattison teacher 2001)
Equalising communication

Another major issue for staff within the school has been equal access to communication
in all contexts. For instance, teachers have refused in meetings to act as interpreters for
either Deaf or hearing staff. They argued that their own participation in the meeting was
limited if they were interpreting for another person. Essentially, the issue was to provide
equal access to communication for both Deaf and hearing staff. In particular, hearing
staff have argued that it was a conflict of interest if they were trying to gain information
for their own use as well as pass on the information to another person. Another conflict
of interest arose if the person interpreting wants to disagree or argue with the viewpoint
being expressed. The hearing staff argued that their position on interpreting was about
equalising the communication for both Deaf and hearing members.
From the point of view of Deaf staff they have said that they prefer the meetings when
each person signed for himself/herself as this enabled them to see who was talking.
Even with an interpreter Deaf staff sometimes had difficulty locating who was speaking.
Deaf staff also had difficulty in having a turn to give their opinion. Frequently, a
hearing person jumped in more quickly and the interpreter responded to the voice
interjecting in preference to a raised hand or gesture. From the point of view of Deaf
staff, meetings in English even when interpreted, were still problematic. Although some
hearing staff may be disadvantaged by an arrangement where each person signs for
herself, given that the context is a school for the Deaf and their past marginalisation
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especially in the area of communication, it is important that this communication be
facilitated even if hearing staff experience some disadvantage.
One consequence of this is that hearing staff who may be less proficient signers do not
get all the information. These staff members tend to be part-time or those who were
hired for specific skills but did not have signing skills when they came to the position.
While in the process of acquiring signing skills they are not yet proficient enough to
understand all the information presented in meetings that are sign only. Minutes are
taken of the meetings; but again, these may not always accurately reflect the
information, as they are the interpretation of the minute taker. In recent times, the
hearing teachers have modified their position on interpreting and have on occasion
interpreted for meetings when another interpreter has not been available. All meetings
are now held in sign. It is the preference of Deaf staff that individuals sign for
themselves. To facilitate this a new policy within the school will see the upgrading of
staff Auslan skills through specific training. The expected outcome is that all staff
would have a baseline proficiency that would be equal to a paraprofessional interpreter
level.
As part of the expansion of the school and to cater for the increasing proportion of time
in mainstream classes for older students, an interpreter and real-time captioner was
appointed to the staff in 1999. This appointment related specifically to the
mainstreaming of students to facilitate their integration. This person has the dual role of
providing captions "live" for students in classes as well as interpreting in a variety of
settings around the school. The interpreter has not been employed to interpret for staff
as it is expected that all staff will sign for themselves. The interpreter is used mainly to
interpret for students in an integrated setting. In meetings the Deaf staff still prefer each
person to sign for himself/herself and the interpreter typically sits beside someone who
is a less fluent signer and interprets into voice for that person. It can be seen that by
negotiation a position has been reached where access to information was made more
accessible to Deaf staff with some concomitant reduction in accessibility to hearing
staff, who may be less fluent signers
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The Students
In 2002 the Thomas Pattison School reached Grade 10, with Grade 7 (the first year of
High school) having commenced in 1999. It has been decided that the school will never
have enough numbers to warrant the provision of a Grade 11 and 12 program. In
addition the school would not be able to meet the requirements of the New South Wales
Board of Studies to offer a curriculum of sufficient depth and breadth at these grade
levels.
From the commencement of the school the senior management of the school and the
Institute took the view that the school should follow the mainstream curriculum
wherever possible. This has meant the adoption of the New South Wales Board of
Studies Key Learning Areas. An additional implication of such an approach was that the
school would have to be registered through the Board of Studies. This involved the visit
of inspectors from the Board of Studies to evaluate the school's curriculum offerings to
see whether the criteria set by the Board of Studies are met. . The school did have the
option of being registered as a special school in which case many of the curriculum
requirements would have been modified. This option was not followed by the school
because of the decision to offer students access to a regular curriculum.
One requirement of the Board of Studies was the mandatory provision of a music
program. The school now provides the Deaf students with a music program from
Kindergarten to Grade 8 after which the study of music is no longer compulsory.
Curriculum is discussed in more detail later in this chapter.
Class sizes in the school vary between 8 and 10 students and may include a mixture of
Deaf and hearing students (either CODAs or siblings). Within the New South Wales
State education system, class sizes for Deaf students are based on a maximum of eight
per class. When a school gains an additional ninth student a second class is formed. At
Thomas Pattison a similar formula is not followed to the same extent, as class sizes are
often smaller, particularly in the high school groups. Four teachers aides and one
laboratory assistant are employed to assist in classes. Classes of younger students and
classes where there are high needs students (such as additional disabilities/learning
difficulties) attract the majority of teachers aide time. A teacher aide was employed to
work specifically with a Deaf/blind student at the direction of the class teacher who is
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responsible for this student's educational program. In the state education system, one
teacher aide is allocated per three classes.

In the year 2001, the school population was 47 students. Of these 45 are Deaf, and two
are CODAs. A significant number of families are single parent or blended families and
many are from low socio-economic backgrounds. There were only four families in the
school that spoke English in the home as the first language. In many famihes, Auslan
was the language used for communication between parent and child, as the child had no
knowledge of the language spoken by the family.
Students at Thomas pattison School are all within the severe to profound range of
deafness. While not all families sign fluently in Auslan to support the communication of
the school, parents of the students have made the choice to place their children in the
sign bilingual program. Esentially all the students in the school use Auslan as their first
or preferred languageof communication. Some students use speech to communicate
with hearing people but it is not their preferred mode of communication.
From the outset, great care was taken in the program to protect the students from the
great amount of attention that was focused on the program. Numerous requests for
visits, practicum placements from trainee teachers, work experience placements for
Deaf people, as well as visits from fund-raisers and benefactors placed a burden on the
program. Despite being in a "fish bowl" situation, the school attempted to maintain a
sense that this was a school where a program was being taught and where students'
learning was given priority.
An early criticism of the sign bilingual program was the decision not to expose students
to any form of standardised testing. It was felt that standardised testing was not valid as
there was no culturally appropriate instrument to evaluate the early English and Auslan
development of these young Deaf children. This was the view held by Jan North, the
then Head of the Early Childhood Department, and Christine Muir, the psychologist
working in the program. Since then, Power's ( 1995) work in the development of Auslan
Profiles has led me as Principal of the Thomas Pattison School to believe that we need
to move towards some form of testing to validate the approaches we have adopted. A
sign bilingual program in Texas (Andrews et al.1997) has performed a variety of
standardised tests with Grade 1 children in their program. A criticism of sign bilingual
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programs has been that they have lacked the research to back up claims made for their
teaching practices. To address this need the Institute for Deaf and Blind Children
employed a research fellow to plan a study that investigated the establishment of an
assessment instrument in Auslan and the development of classroom materials also in
Auslan. These will be used to support the sign bilingual program and establish baseline
data on students and their acquisition of both Auslan and English.
It has been the view of some teachers that the sign bilingual program should have strict
criteria for entry to it. The entry criteria developed by John Race, the Deputy Chief
Executive of the Institute when the program commenced, state:
1. The school is established only for such of those children who in the opinion of
the assessing body will benefit substantially from a bilingual-bicultural program
in which Australian Sign Language (Auslan) is the prime language of
instruction.
2. Students will not be admitted in cases where their need for constant medical
attention is incompatible with classroom routines or where they exhibit
behavioural problems which will disrupt the orderly work of the School, put
fellow students and staff at risk of injury or otherwise impose unjustifiable
hardship on the School authority.
3. Hearing children of deaf adults (CODAs) or hearing siblings of deaf students
may be admitted to this program depending on suitable places being.available.
(Policies and Procedures Manual -

The Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind

Children, 1997)
The Institute has another school that admits children with intellectual disabilities. While
children with intellectual disabilities are not specifically excluded from Thomas Pattison
School, there is definite staff resistance to the inclusion of such children. The school
currently has a student in a wheelchair, who needs assistance going to the toilet. There
have been many meetings relating to the toileting of this student and the issues of lifting
and back care. One staff member sustained an injury lifting the student. Training in
lifting and back care was provided for staff but toileting the student continued to be an
issue. Eventually a male teachers' aide was employed due to other related issues of
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female staff toileting a boy in boys' toilet facilities. Staff members have continued to
express doubts about the placement of this student and other students with additional
disabilities due to the strain placed on resources and the feeling of teachers that they do
not have training and skills in working with students with additional disabilities. One
teacher expressed concerns at the placement of these children in the school that were
fairly typical concerns at the time.
He (the child) does push us to the limit as to what we, as staff, can deal
with especially with resourcing and I think that if we are going to take
other children like him that have multiple disabilities then that is also
going to push us too and I think that we have got to think about how we
are going to deal with children like that (Thomas Pattison teacher, 1998).
Some of the current staff would go further to include criteria for entry that includes
parental characteristics. For instance, they have argued that unless the school has a
commitment from parents to learn Auslan then the program would never be successful.
From this point of view students should be excluded from the program if it was evident
that their parents had no commitment to a bilingual-bicultural philosophy. The
following comment was illustrative of this position:
I think we draw the line if a parent does not fully accept what we are
doing here and is not going to support it and does not have the right
concept of what we are doing then I think you have got to be a bit "iffy"
about taking people in like that, you have got to make sure that they
fully understand the program (Thomas Pattison teacher, 1998).
In the early years of the program a parent decided to explore the possibility of a
cochlear implant for their child. The reaction of one teacher was to say that the child
then no longer should be placed in a sign bilingual program, because the implant is
opposed by the Deaf Community. Another teacher commented that the Deaf
Community did not run the school and that a parent had a right to seek whatever
medical or educational assistance for their child they felt necessary. Clearly this was an
issue that remained contentious at the school level for some staff. There are now
students in the program who have implants and this fact is no longer a matter for
comment.
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The issue of which students should be accepted into the program has been a source of
debate over the years of the program's existence. The implications of a student body
with diverse characteristics as well as varying levels of Auslan fluency is discussed in
detail in Chapter Nine. Stricter application of criteria relating to family commitment to a
bilingual education and to learning to sign appears to be an inevitable condition that the
school will require of future applicants. The reality of limited resources and a program
that is resource intensive will mean that a rationalisation of these resources and an
accountability to donors and supporters will be inextricably tied with the future of the
program.

Integration program
From the outset of The Thomas Pattison School it was recognised by senior personnel
that the school may never be large enough to offer a comprehensive range of curriculum
choices to students. For example, the school in all probability would never be big
enough to justify the employment of a specialist Physical Education teacher or an Art
teacher, but students still needed to be exposed to these curriculum areas. Because of
this, a partner relationship with a regular Kindergarten to Grade 12 school was sought.
The aim of the integration program was to gain access to areas of the curriculum not
offered at Thomas Pattison and also for the anticipated social benefits that students
would gain from mixing with a larger social group. Students in Grade 6 in 1998 and
students in Grade 7 from 1999 took part in an integration program in Art and Physical
Education with this school. Students were accompanied by a teacher from The Thomas
.Pattison School, who acted as a team teacher and interpreter. It is envisaged that in the
future the person accompanying the students may be an interpreter, a captioner or
notetaker depending on the needs of students. Younger students who do not take part in
the integration program have Art and Physical Education at Thomas Pattison with their
class teachers. From time to time Deaf people come to the school to coach students in
areas of sport in which they have particular skills.
The integration program commenced in 1998 with a group of Grade 6 students
attending the partner school for a period of approximately two hours per week. The
experience was described positively by the teacher and students concerned. The Art
teacher from the partner school was an enthusiastic person who made significant
attempts to communicate with the Deaf students. For instance, students collaborated in
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inventing an appropriate sign name for the teacher as well as the hearing students in the
class.
Students also participated in Physical Education activities, which the teacher reported
that they appeared to enjoy as it gave them the opportunity to play team sports that
Thomas Pattison is too small to cater for. Based on the success of the program in 1998,
the program was extended in 1999 to include another group of students.
The Grade 7 program for students was more demanding and the curriculum in Grade 7
requires that students spend specified amounts of time in each Key Learning Area. As a
result the students attended the partner school twice a week for approximately five
hours per week in addition to travelling time of about 80 minutes. The focus of the
curriculum in Grade 7 was much more academic. Teachers from the partner school
regularly set homework and conduct class tests. Lessons moved at a fast pace and large
amounts of information were given. Students from the partner school are generally from
wealthy families. The school fees at the partner school are in the region of $10,000 per
annum and the uniform in the region of $500. In contrast, students from The Thomas
Pattison School generally come from lower socioeconomic backgrounds and receive
assistance with school fees, which are set at a moderate $210 per term at the Thomas
Pattison School. Regardless of the low fee structure, over 75 per cent of families receive
fee assistance to the extent that the majority pay no fees. Teachers from the Thomas
Pattison School who attend the partner school have commented on the disparity between
the two school populations.
An example of this disparity was that the Thomas Pattison's students' life experiences
made it difficult for them to respond in the same ways to class activities as their hearing
counterparts. Evidence of this was seen when the two groups of students were faced
with similar curriculum tasks. In the area of the Personal Development and Health
program, one topic of study related to lifestyle diseases. The Thomas Pattison School
teachers commented that their students were not able to contribute to class discussion on
the issue of HIV/AIDS and other lifestyle diseases such as diabetes. Thomas Pattison
teachers felt that students did not have the life experience or background knowledge to
discuss these issues but that by contrast the students from the partner school were well
informed and had already developed quite sophisticated views on these issues. Thomas
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Pattison students were apparently not aware or did not make connections between
lifestyles such as intravenous drug use, having multiple sexual partners, not practicing
safe sex and HIV/AIDS. Similarly they had apparently no awareness of the connection
between a disease like diabetes and lifestyle factors such as diet and exercise. On one
occasion the teacher from the partner school presented the class with a newspaper
advertisement featuring a male model. Her questions to the class centred around 'the
image' presented by the model. Students from the partner school were able to discuss
that fact that the clothes worn by the model were probably not his own. They suggested
that he had his hair and make up done by a professional and that considerable time had
gone into producing the final effect. Thomas Pattison students were not able to
participate in the discussion, as they did not have sufficient background in terms of the
language and concepts needed to discuss the issue at hand. These socioeconomic or
cultural differences experienced between the two school populations carried over to
other areas such as homework and the completion of assignments.
The Thomas Pattison teachers have said that in situations like the one described they
have feelings that waver between acute embarrassment for the partner school teacher
and her efforts to involve and include the deaf students and stress about how to achieve
the curriculum outcomes for these students. This example of a difficulty encountered in
the completion of a homework assignment was described by a Thomas Pattison teacher:
I was really surprised that not one student had completed the homework
task which was to cut a weather map out of the newspaper. Not one
family of the students in the class buys a daily newspaper (Thomas
Pattison School teacher, 1999).
This was an example of the fact that these families either may not be able to afford a
daily newspaper, or it may not be a priority or yet again it may be that activities such as
keeping abreast of current affairs was also not a priority. It may be that access to current
affairs is achieved through a different medium, such as television.
Other areas of concern relate to the appropriateness of forms of delivery of lessons to
the needs of Deaf students. For instance, Thomas Pattison teachers had repeatedly
expressed concern and frustration about their attempts to enable the students to access
the "regular" curriculum of the partner school. In part their frustration stemmed from
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the type of lesson presentation experienced in the partner school. Class teachers
delivered a lesson that suited hearing children but not deaf children. Teachers from the
partner school routinely explained work while students copied from the board. Deaf
students could not copy and pay attention to an explanation given in sign at the same
time. While this situation was discussed with the class teacher and the advice of The
Thomas Pattison School teachers taken into account in lesson planning and delivery,
other problems do not have such a straightforward solution. (Some of these are
discussed in the section that follows.) It can be seen that while the partner school was
accommodating by having Deaf students present, it was not an equal situation where
cultural differences of the Deaf were recognised. A Deaf world-view was not well
understood at the partner school and as a consequence fundamental classroom practices
that exclude the Deaf students often occurred. Several awareness raising sessions were
conducted at the partner school for staff, but even staff who worked with the Deaf
students in previous years continued with teaching practices that did not take into
account the presence of the Deaf students. An example is where the teacher splits up the
class for group discussion and places the Deaf students in different groups when there is
only one interpreter.
Another indicator of the success or lack of it in the integration was the social interaction
of the Deaf students with the hearing students in the partner school. Teachers reported
that while Deaf students were initially enthusiastic about attending the partner school,
this enthusiasm waned. Deaf students commented that they had no real friendships with
the hearing students at the partner school. One Deaf student did not even know the name
of any student at the partner school after one year's involvement at the school. The
integration program in its present form appears to not meet many of the academic and
social expectations that it was believed would result from the program. Teachers have
suggested that they are not realising "regular curriculum" outcomes for the Deaf
students.
Teachers were concerned that students entering the Thomas Pattison School from other
programs were significantly disadvantaged by their lack of Auslan skills as well as by
their general academic skills. Some of these students had additional learning difficulties.
Teachers felt that for these students accessing the regular curriculum presented
significant difficulties. It became clear that some of these students were having great
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difficulty in coping with the subjects at the partner school and they started to resist
going to classes at the partner school. The solution for these students was to provide a
more functional curriculum in the form of a separate program that was run parallel to
the regular curriculum. This was offered to the students at Thomas Pattison School and
these students did not participate in an integration program. Instead they students
accessed work placements and courses through Technical and Further Education
(TAFE) colleges.
The integration program presented challenges that were not easily overcome. For some
students there was the issue that access to the curriculum was made difficult because of
the presentation style adopted by the class teacher and only limited success in changing
the teacher's teaching style was achieved. In addition Deaf students never really formed
meaningful friendships outside the Deaf group as their presence in the partner school
was only for a few hours of each school week. These difficulties were compounded for
Deaf students who were late entries to the sign bilingual program. Their difficulties and
the alternatives for them have already been mentioned.
When teachers expressed the concern that more able Deaf students were still not able to
realise some of the curriculum outcomes, it was suggested by the senior executives that
one way of addressing this was to consider more time spent engaged with the
curriculum. Options considered were:
•

The extension of school hours to give students more in-class time, possibly by
extending the school day to include offering students the opportunity to stay
overnight by providing an evening meal and boarding facilities

•

The extension of the school term and reduction of school vacation time.

The second option was not popular with teachers and some suggested that this meant a
variation to their employment conditions.
The result of these discussions was that the school day was extended for the high school
students by having an earlier starting time and by extending the school day on some
afternoons and also by the provision of a "homework club" on two afternoons a week.
Discussions among staff members seeking a solution centred on the nature of the
students in the program. Some of the teaching staff, both Deaf and hearing, felt that the
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sign bilingual philosophy of the school was potentially compromised if certain criteria
were not observed when admitting students to the program. Staff felt that to some
degree this had already happened with the admission into the school, and particularly
the High School, of students who did not have a background in a bilingual program.
Teachers reported that it was these students who had experienced particular difficulty
with the integration program.
Another issue raised by Thomas Pattison teachers was the difficulty of cooperative
planning between them and the teachers from the partner school. For instance, a
Thomas Pattison teacher described how on a number of occasions she had arrived at a
lesson to discover that the partner school teacher had completely changed the lesson
topic from the one she had prepared. The partner school teacher had changed her mind
about the lesson during the week but had not communicated this to the Thomas Pattison
teacher. As a result any preparation by that Thomas Pattison teacher was made
ineffective.
The integration program had issues that needed to be resolved and additional issues
emerged as new content material was encountered. While staff from the Thomas
Pattison School would like to see the integration experience with the partner school take
place in the same spirit as the bilingual program within the school. The reality was that
the partner school, a large private school with a strong academic focus, had its own
agenda.
While the Deaf students were given the best possible support to integrate into the
school, there were factors that worked against the successful integration of the students
both socially and academically. These included the small amount of time spent at the
partner school. The Deaf students were not present for a long enough proportion of the
week to have a significant impact in terms of their presence in the school. To increase
their time there would possibly help their integration and acceptance by other students,
but this would work against some of the other objectives that Thomas Pattison was
trying to achieve in creating a school that had a Deaf cultural environment. Another
effect of the small amount of contact with students in the partner school was that
hearing students there did not have an ongoing opportunity to learn and practice Auslan
skills. Auslan was offered at the partner school as an after school elective and was open
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to any student from that school who wished to attend. The class was taught by a Deaf
staff member from Thomas Pattison. The class could not have been considered a
success as the students attended irregularly and a significant proportion dropped out
after only a few weeks. The reasons for this may have been multiple. Some students
expected to master Auslan easily, others lost motivation and some may have had
difficulty understanding the Deaf teacher. Attendance was not compulsory and the
participating students did not have opportunities to use the language in meaningful
ways. None of them, incidentally, came from classes in which there were Deaf children.
Yet another factor that worked against a good understanding and continuity of teaching
practice was the fact that the teachers involved with the Deaf students in the partner
school tended to change each year. As a result any expertise built up with Deaf students
was lost, with many of the same challenges to make the integration experience a success
being repeated each year. So while both schools cooperated and there was a spirit of
goodwill, the integration experience remained "patchy." The Deaf students were still
essentially "visitors" to the school and the partner school at the time of writing has not
yet and may never develop "ownership" of the Deaf students (Stinson and Antia 1999).
On the basis of this, despite the strength of the positive experiences Deaf students had at
Thomas Pattison, it did not appear to be giving them the social skills or the confidence
to move comfortably into the hearing world. This, however, varies from student to
student. One student who attended the partner school participated in a greater degree of
integration. This student had some oral skills and good language skills. He was
supported by an interpreter/C-print operator, who provided interpreting and lesson
notes. It is expected that for this student and others with similar abilities that integration
in the senior years of high school will provide a viable option to access the curriculum.
For other students, the social impact of removing students from their Deaf social group
has yet to be seen. It may be that some continuity will be established so that students
access some subjects at the partner school and some at Thomas Pattison. It has been
decided that Thomas Pattison School will not go beyond Grade 10, as the school
population will never be large enough to provide students with the range of subject
choices they can access in a local high school. It is proposed that a partnership between
the Institute and the Department of Education and Training will provide the opportunity
for these students to complete a Higher School Certificate. This will be in a government
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school setting but with some support from the Institute in relation to the provision of
interpreters for a limited period until the Department of Education and Training is able
to put similar supports in place.
The Parents
The program had both Deaf and hearing parents in the parent body. In the first years of
the program the parents were predominantly Deaf with hearing parents only coming into
the program in more recent years. Hearing parents first came into the pre-school
program having been contacted through the Institute's Homestart program when their
children were infants. Homestart provides visits to parents in the home and offers
Auslan classes and advice on future educational placement. Based on this early
exposure, some hearing parents chose a bilingual-bicultural option. The parent base has
therefore become broader than in the first year of operation. While this broadening
assisted the school in some ways it also led to some conflicts, which are described later.
A parent group was established in 1995 to give parents the opportunity to have an
ongoing voice in the direction of the school. It was hoped that the parent group would
gain a momentum of its own and that Deaf parents would be able to lend a "Deaf
perspective" to hearing parents in matters relating to their Deaf children. Likewise, staff
hoped that hearing parents would give Deaf parents a perspective on the needs of their
hearing CODA children. The parent group appeared to be functioning successfully and
had several meetings including social events during 1996. In 1997 the group failed to
meet in the first six months of the year and has not functioned since except when
parents gathered together for specific purposes such as a Parent Teacher Night. From
my perspective it is still not quite clear why the Parent and Teacher group did not
continue. The group started enthusiastically with a lot of energy and goodwill but none
of the elected officers appeared to carry out the roles that they had accepted.
At a Parent Teacher Evening in July 1997 a new parent said that they had been waiting
to get information on the parent group. At the same meeting various members of the
group blamed others for no meeting having taken place. One hearing parent commented
to me that he felt that the Deaf parents needed empowering. He felt that they had been
accustomed to taking passive roles due to the nature of their past educational
experiences. Subsequently, the President of the parent group, a Deaf person, resigned
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although he did not attend this meeting. In his letter of resignation he referred to the
lack of availability and difficulty in contacting other members of the committee,
especially hearing people. He also suggested that the Secretary of the Parent group (a
hearing person) resign. These matters were never resolved and this group of parents
who still had children at the school did not show any inclination to be involved in the
Parent group again. The tensions between some of the hearing parents and some of the
Deaf parents were never resolved. One hearing parent told me that he believed that Deaf
parents were passive and needed to become more active in the life of the school. In
contrast a Deaf parent told me that hearing parents tended to dominate Parent Teacher
evenings.
As a group the parents were fairly representative of parents in schools around Australia
in that they tended to rely on the school to perform its task relatively independently of
parent involvement. They often only became involved at critical periods in schooling
such as transition from pre-school to primary school and again at transition from
primary to high school. Individual parents were involved in supporting the school
program on a regular basis by volunteering in the classroom or reading individually
with students. Some parents attended signing classes as well. However, the greater
proportion of parents, both Deaf and hearing, were not significantly involved in the
school.
Whereas hearing parents bring to the school experiences of mainstream schools where
parents' roles are often intentionally or unintentionally clearly delineated, Deaf parents,
particularly those who themselves attended a school for the Deaf, may have no such
experience as a comparison. At times this leads to their having a more relaxed
relationship with the school where boundaries between parents and visitors are less
strictly observed than is the case in most government schools. For instance, Deaf
parents often dropped in to the school unannounced with several friends that they
wished to show around the school. While this is not in accordance with the protocols of
the school that requires that appointments be made, a degree of latitude is tolerated
because the Deaf parent group was few in number and well known to school staff. Their
attitude to the school, which may be seen as license by some, can also be seen in a
positive light in that parents felt a sense of freedom to "drop in." A number of Deaf
parents and Deaf volunteers to the school have also come to view the school as a
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prospective employer and frequent the school in the hope that they might pick up some
work if a Deaf teachers aide is absent for the day. Many Deaf people present their
resumes to the school in the hope that a vacancy may eventuate.
Some of the teachers have also suggested that Deaf parents become involved in the
school because they want access to a community where they can communicate using
Auslan and because aspects of the school most closely reflect the type of education they
had themselves in a school for the Deaf. Thomas Pattison thus provides an environment
in which they can feel comfortable and trust those who can communicate adequately
with them and their children. As an example of this point of view, one of the teachers
made the following observation about Deaf parents whose children are in the program:
I think they support the program because it's using their first language
and because they see the people in the program as being trustworthy in
their knowledge of the Deaf community and their knowledge of Deaf
people. I think Deaf parents usually come to that kind of understanding
about a teacher or about a person involved in the program frofu their
signing skills and that isn't a correct assumption. Someone might sign
badly but know plenty about bilingual education. I think parents assume
that because a school has people that can sign well, can communicate
well and are using what they believe they're recognising as being
Auslan, then it's a bilingual program (Interview with Thomas Pattison
teacher, 1997).
Despite these advantages for Deaf parents, some do eventually withdraw their children
from the program. This seems primarily to be for geographical rather than educational
reasons and at a cost to the parents of access to a signing community with which they
felt comfortable. Peter Bonser, Manager of Community Access and Information
Services at the Deaf Society, concurs with this view as he illustrates in the following
excerpt from an interview for this study:
In terms of communication accessibility, that's what the people who
come here love so much. They love having that and I know there have
been some Deaf parents that have gone back to the local school with
their hearing kids as they felt that is where they should be because their
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children are getting older, they miss not being able to freely
communicate with the teachers about their child's progress. That is an
important thing for Deaf parents (Interview with Bonser 1998).
The high value the teachers place on the philosophy of the school and its commitment to
Auslan sometimes led to a critical assessment of those parents who did not seem to
share this position or who seemed to make no effort to support 'what we are trying to do
here'. This view would certainly be true of parents whose children were late enrolments
into the school. In recent years parents have approached the school because of their
dissatisfaction (even anger) with the "failure" of another educational program in which
their child was placed. In these cases they are often looking for a "miracle." For
instance, one new hearing parent said to me on one occasion, " You will teach my child
to speak, won't you?" The commitment of these parents to signing appears to be halfhearted as it was not the language or method of choice when they were first seeking an
educational placement for their child. Some parents have only opted for a school that
signs when other methods have failed for their child.
In contrast, some parents of younger children joining the program made a considered
choice to use Auslan and make considerable effort to see that the home environment is a
signing one. They have made a considered decision to place their child initially in the
Institute' s bilingual pre-school and then at Thomas Pattison School. In addition,
whereas Deaf parents' motives for enrolling their children may have more to do with
their own needs and their choice of a familiar environment for their child, hearing
parents were more likely to ask questions about the model of bilingualism used at the
school and question some of the decisions made, such as the perceived lack of speech in
the school. Deaf parents rarely questioned the approach used by the school. From my
point of view, this seemed more to do with their comfort with the school environment
than with a better understanding of the educational philosophy of the school. Again
from the point of view of the teachers this was not necessarily an asset. Speaking about
the ways in which the Deaf parents are involved in the school, one teacher said the
following:
They're not actually involved in education, so I guess they don't know
the jargon and they don't know the principles and the practices and the
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reasons behind why you do a lot of things, but I think sometimes those
things are important; to be able to understand what a bilingual education
is for Deaf children; for example, why we go on so many excursions,
what the importance of going on excursions is and that Deaf people are
important to the program, why they are important to the program. It's
more than just bringing Deaf people in to have a look. I don't know if
they really understand those implications (Interview with Thomas
Pattison teacher, 1998).
While the teachers were sometimes critical of Deaf parents' lack of understanding of the
educational philosophy of the school, their main concern with hearing parents was their
lack of commitment to signed communication. From the teachers' point of view this
created problems not only for the child's learning but also for communication within the
family. As one teacher said:
It is very important in a program like this that they make some kind of
commitment to communicating with their children. I have just noticed
this term that David (name changed) has become very, very attached to
Betty (name changed) and I. He very much wants to communicate
sitting down, wanting to explain things and describe things. I think he
has now made the shift and understands that he can have a conversation
with us and that we understand what he is talking about. I feel that he is
now understanding the difference between what happens at home and
what happens at school (Interview with Thomas Pattison teacher, 1998).
Again from the teachers' point of view, one of the main frustrations was that the
children's signing ability rapidly outstripped their hearing parents' ability once they
were in the school context as opposed to pre-school where most parents appeared to
cope with their child's signing. The teachers felt that their efforts were undermined if
the family did not support the communication of the school; and the child's learning
was affected, because they were not surrounded by Auslan in the home.
Attempts were made to address this issue by offering signing classes to parents. The
Homestart Program, which was centred on home visits, provided parents with Auslan
classes in the home. These ceased when the child attended pre-school and subsequently
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kindergarten. Signing classes were offered through Renwick College to parents at
varying times throughout the day and evening, but these were not well attended. From
the teachers' point of view, the poor attendance at school-based signing classes
signalled a lack of motivation to be involved in their child's learning and was a further
source of frustration.
Maybe people care but they're just not that motivated so that the signing
classes didn't go ahead. Maybe the parents do want to be able to sign,
but there has got to be something that happens between them and us to
bring them to the signing. Offering the class was a big thing and people
fought long and hard for that and in the end it just seemed so
disappointing that it didn' t happen (Thomas Pattison Teacher, 1999).
More recent efforts to involve parents in signing classes met with some success. A
grandparent of a child at the school volunteered to co-ordinate an Auslan conversation
class at the school. Deaf parents were invited to come and participate and coach the
hearing parents. This group also fluctuated considerably in numbers with the attendance
varying greatly in its composition from week to week. The most frustrating response
came from hearing parents who over some years had made no attempt to learn any sign.
Their lack of communication with their child had become an issue in the home as he
was openly showing his frustration with the family's inability to communicate with him.
The boy's father related to me how the family used the sibling nearest in age to the child
to "translate" his needs to the family. The family had only basic signs that related to
simple commands and requests but was completely lost when the child wanted to relate
events form the school day or needed help with homework. The father actually
requested that the child not be given homework or spelling words as this caused so
much family disharmony when the Deaf child became insistent that the family practise
his spelling with him. The father also said to me, "He deliberately signs fast so we can't
understand him and then becomes angry when we ask him to repeat what he said." This
illustration is not untypical of conversations I had with parents over the years.
The school has now combined signing classes with two other sections of the Institute,
the Homestart Hearing-impaired section and the Roberta Reid sign bilingual pre-school.
Both of these sections of the Institute had experienced similar problems with hearing
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parents' signing skills. However, the combined program of these different sections was
seen as offering a more cohesive and ongoing approach to sign development in hearing
parents.
While the poor signing skills of hearing parents may be of concern to staff, from the
parents' point of view, it seems not simply to be a matter of motivation or lack of care
for their child, which prevents their attending classes, but the difficulties of balancing
family and work commitments. Many parents lived some considerable distance from the
school. As one parent commented, comparing the services offered when her child was
in the Kindergarten program to that offered her in relation to the Primary program:
I am finding now that my resources are completely stretched and I'm
finding that the support network is not as strong or not as apparent as it
was back then (Interview with parent 1998).
And from another parent, who talked about the stresses of learning Auslan as a second
language:
I thought okay, we will learn Auslan and it will be all right, we will have
our life set. It doesn't work that way. Last year I was actually at my wits
end, I didn't know how I was going to keep going with this for a life
time. There are some days when I think yep I could do it, I could be an
interpreter, I feel really comfortable with this, then there are days when I
feel I am only just learning -

this is hopeless (Interview with parent,

1999).
The attitudes of hearing parents to the program, however, varied considerably and their
commitment to learning sign was often related to their sense of commitment to the
school. For instance, the school in the past has had hearing siblings attend. The
motivation for having a sibling in the school has varied, including parents wanting the
siblings to be able to communicate with each other, or in some cases parents handing
over caregiver status to the sibling who becomes the interpreter between the Deaf child
and the hearing parent. I had one parent request that a younger sibling of a Deaf child
attend the school. When I questioned him he said, "I have a lot of children, it's alright if
one of them is used for communication with the Deaf one." It can be seen from remarks
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like this that there are parents who have little understanding of the need for the whole
family to be involved in supporting the sign environment of the school at home.
Yet another group of parents are hearing parents who made a conscious decision to
place their Deaf child in a sign bilingual educational program. These parents were
highly motivated and involved in the life of the school and attend weekly signing
classes. However, they felt that their signing skills (even when compared to those of
their very young children) were inadequate. They expressed concern that their signing
ability did not keep up even with the needs of a five year old and they expressed dismay
for the future and for future educational outcomes for their children. One parent who
sought an interview with me expressed her frustration and her hurt at the criticisms she
felt were levelled by the Deaf community against hearing parents of Deaf children. She
told me that she had attempted to become more involved in the Deaf community but felt
rejected because of her hearing status. This parent wanted the opportunity for the other
siblings to learn to sign in order for the whole family to have strong Auslan
communication. While this parent had not specifically asked to enrol a sibling in the
school as some parents have done she did ask if the older sibling could visit on a regular
basis to be exposed to the signing environment of the school.
Still other parents told me that they have attended Auslan classes for years but felt that
their skills had reached a plateau. They expressed anguish over not being able to
communicate with their child in matters that are both personal and significant to their
parent-child relationship, but didn't know what to do about it. A parent told me, "My
child laughs at me and ridicules my signing. It makes me furious." This parent felt that
the unequal signing ability of him and his wife meant that their child most often turned
to her for explanation and clarification when he was attempting to communicate.
These cameos of communication realities in many of the families illustrate that the
bilingual environment is not sustained at home and therefore the program is
compromised, as children frequently cannot communicate the day's events to their
parents. Homework becomes impossible for some parents due to the discrepancy in
signing ability between parent and child and also the language and literacy status of
many of the parents. An Arabic parent confessed to me that there was no point in having
letters sent home translated by the school into Arabic as neither he nor his wife could
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read in their first language either. Neighbours or an older son routinely translated the
English notes that came home from the school. This illustrates the complex nature of
communication between families and the school and the language dynamics within
families.
From the point of view of Rod Beattie, a lecturer at the Institute's Renwick College and
a proponent of Oral approaches in the education of deaf students, the ability of hearing
parents to keep pace with the signing needs of their deaf child is one of the major
limitations of a sign bilingual program. He argues that for bilingualism to be successful,
parents must have a commitment to sign that goes beyond attending lessons.
There is a constant problem that we have to deal with when it comes to
hearing parents of deaf children. They are starting out several steps
behind and those steps are huge. It is not enough for them to start to take
a sign class to keep up with the child. That is not the nature of how
children learn languages from their parents where there is a deaf child
and deaf parents or hearing child and hearing parents and in both
instances the parent is an experienced user of the language (Interview R.
Beattie, 1997).
Beattie argues that by learning sign at the same time as their Deaf child, hearing parents
were not immersed in the language in the way that Deaf parents were but were learning
a second language with all the difficulties this entails. For Beattie, this raised questions
as to whether the parents can then translate that into the necessary parent language that
parents typically use with their children. However, he also pointed out that there is little
evidence that Oralism works either and that in both cases what seems to be important is
a passion and commitment to a program rather than its sound theoretical/evidential
basis.
If you do not have a passion for your language and the methods you are

using and instilling that in the parents so that they catch up with your
excitement and interest, I think that there is a good chance that we will
not have a huge success. If we think that there are strong oral programs,
the commitment is huge for the parents and teachers to educate that child
and most of that has to be driven by passion because there is not
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research behind it to say that this is the thing that you should be doing.
So a passionate commitment takes over for a lack of technical
knowledge. I believe that is what we have in bilingual-bicultural. If you
have a passion for the program and you believe it will work, there is a
much better chance that you will have positive results and success
(Interview R. Beattie, 1997).
While the bilingual proponents at Thomas Pattison may not entirely agree with Beattie,
the issues he raised are criticai to the program. Lack of an Auslan environment in the
home compromised the school program in a number of ways. Parents were not able to
routinely discuss the events of the day with their child. They were, in many cases,
unable to help with homework tasks, as their signing ability did not allow the kind of
communication where specific vocabulary was used. Above all, many parents did not
have the ability to talk with their child about the issues that were the most important to
the child especially in the teenage years. As a result their children were often
communicating their most personal thoughts to another person who replaced the parents
as the most significant other in the life of the Deaf child. In effect the bilingual setting
for many students occurred in the school environment and was not supported in the
home. This remains a challenge for the bilingual program to address.
The curriculum in a sign bilingual program

From its establishment in 1993 Thomas Pattison School used the curriculum set by the
New South Wales Board of Studies. This body sets the curriculum for all primary and
high school grades in New South Wales and is the only body that can approve new
subject offerings or exemptions from certain mandatory subjects (such as exemptions
from studying music for Deaf students). In New South Wales all students in government
run schools follow the Board of Studies curriculum in six Key Learning Areas, which
are English, Mathematics, Science, Creative Arts, Human Society and its Environment
and Science and Technology in the primary school. Additional courses apply in high
school and individual schools are able to develop their own courses that may gain Board
approval. Private schools have some freedom with their subject offerings but the Board
of Studies sets public examinations and only subjects approved by this body can be
examined and receive credit.
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The Board of Studies also registers all schools. In order to obtain registration schools
must supply all their curriculum and policy documents. An inspection of the school also
takes place where officers from the Board of Studies observe classroom teaching and
samples of student work. Registration is given to schools at various levels. Typically a
new and developing school will be expected to re-apply every two years as new grades
are added to the school. This was the situation for the Thomas Pattison School. While
the Board of Studies will register a school that delivers a special education program,
such a school would only be registered as a school of a _'prescribed kind'. This would
mean that students would not be able to sit for public examinations, as it would not be
seen that they had covered the Board's curriculum requirements. The Thomas Pattison
School is registered as a regular school. The presence of CODA children and the fact
that the Board's curriculum is followed has been significant in achieving this
registration.
An ongoing issue in discussions with the Board of Studies is the place of Auslan in the
curriculum. The Board of Studies allows schools to write courses and submit them to
the Board for approval. These are called Board approved courses. A Board approved
course in Auslan has been submitted by Thomas Pattison School. This was approved to
commence in 2002. In addition the issue surrounding Auslan has become more
complex. As Auslan is the main language of instruction and the first or preferred
language of the students, English becomes the second language. The question for the
Board of Studies to answer was whether English can take the place of the language
other than English (LOTE) in the case of students whose first or preferred language is
Auslan.
An additional issue that the school faced was the Board of Studies requirement that all
students be exposed to a certain mandatory requirement in music. The Board of Studies
insisted that the school deliver a mandatory music program to the students if registration
was to be granted. As there was no music program for Deaf students that the Board of
Studies could recommend to the school the school employed its own music teacher to
provide a unique music program. In this instance, the music teacher had a Deaf
grandson at the school. Her ability to tailor music programs to the needs of Deaf
children came from an understanding of the needs of Deaf children experienced first
hand. In the short term, these coincidental factors led to the school being able to provide
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an excellent music program, but if this teacher left the school a replacement for her
would present great difficulties because of the unique expertise and personal experience
she brought to the position. This situation answered the school's need and the Board of
Studies requirements. However, there is as yet no prescribed syllabus or support
documents for music education for the Deaf. Students currently have the choice of
attending music lessons; and the greater proportion of Deaf students choose to attend.
Thomas Pattison School has provided all high school subjects required for the School
Certificate with the exception of Physical Education and Art. These subjects were
accessed through cooperation with the partner school that the Deaf students attend for
part of the week.

Deaf Culture - addressing the inequalities
In Chapter Two, I argued that the curriculum cannot be seen as neutral but is the
product of complex forces that have not included minority groups in decisions about
content and the manner in which it is interpreted and delivered. In order to begin
addressing this inequality, Thomas Pattison School staff has been proactive in
introducing measures that will be inclusive of minority culture, specifically Deaf
Culture.
One of the recurring characteristics identified in Chapter Five as fundamental to a sign
bilingual program was the presence of aspects of Deaf culture present as an integral part
of the educational program. In attempting to affirm this view, the Thomas Pattison
School adopted a set of objectives that the educational staff sought to implement. This
was in order that the Deaf and hearing children in the program could have Deaf culture
presented to them as a vibrant alternate culture that co-exists and interacts with the
surrounding culture. These objectives had been adopted by the Roberta Reid Pre-school
at the Institute prior to the setting up of The Thomas Pattison School and staff saw no
reason to change these. The objectives are as follows:
•

The language and culture of the Deaf community are incorporated into the
school program, to instil in children a sense of pride, self-esteem and identity
with the Deaf culture.
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•

In keeping with this, records of students will be kept in order to establish an
historical cultural database for the School.

•

The School also aims for Deaf students to have specific knowledge of the
differences in cultures and have a specific awareness of the two different
cultures to which they are exposed.

•

With this in view it is an aim for all staff to endeavour to become knowledgeable
in both cultures

(From The Thomas Pattison School Policy and Procedures 2000.)
The extent to which these objectives have been met varies. Even where they have not
been fully realised, they remain an aim of the school because the school community
sees them as significant and worthwhile attaining.
As an example of the way the school has attempted to include these cultural components
in the daily program some samples from the school diary have been noted.
•

Visit of Deaf photographer who wishes to capture students signing with a view
to using photographs in a future exhibition.

•

Students who have been studying a unit on different countries and their cultures
present aspects of the unit to a Parent/ Teacher Night audience. This includes
st~dents

•

dressing in national costumes and providing foods from these countries.

One class researches the schools origins, Thomas Pattison the founder, the
number of students etc. Students take photographs of the old school building
before it is refurbished.

•

Deaf volunteers come to the school for several consecutive weeks to teach
students soccer skills. This also happens in other sports.

•

Deaf staff members attend after school English classes specifically aimed at
improving their knowledge of literature and use of colloquial English.

•

Media group films children signing Christmas Carols for inclusion m a
television commercial.
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•

All staff, whether Deaf or hearing, attend compulsory signing lessons to improve
the overall standard of signing within the school.

•

Hearing parents and drivers who transport the students attend signing classes.
Some Deaf parents volunteer to attend to be a "real live" Deaf person to help
individuals practise their signing.

•

Celebration of events on the Deaf calendar, such as Deaf Pride Week.

•

Visit of Deaf Blind person with a guide dog to talk about his experiences.

One significant example of the inclusion of Deaf Culture in the life of the school was
the celebration of Thomas Pattison Day. At the suggestion of staff it was decided in
1998 to have the inaugural Thomas Pattison Day celebration. This was to be held on the
22nd October, the same day that Thomas Pattison opened the first school for deaf
children in New South Wales in 1860. Two Deaf guest speakers were invited to recall
their schooldays when they attended the Institute's school on another site. They related
how they were taught without sign and made to sit on their hands. Students were
astonished when they were told that they were caned for the slightest mistake, such as
being out of time during the exercise period. This was followed by a question period
where students literally lined up in their enthusiasm to ask questions of the two Deaf
guests. Thomas Pattison Day has now been celebrated on several occasions. Already
certain 'traditions' appear to be emerging. Each year we had Deaf guest speakers who
have talked about their educational experiences. One guest was a former student of the
Deaf School that occupied the present complex that houses Thomas Pattison. Students
were captivated by his stories of climbing the tree in the school's central courtyard and
that fact that corporal punishment was used in the school in his time.
All staff and students at the school have sign names. Any new child or staff member is
quickly given a sign name even if it is just the use of the initials of their name.
Frequently the sign name is associated with some physical or personality characteristic
of the person. The sign names do not necessarily relate to positive characteristics. One
student's sign name traces a scar over one eyebrow. Another student in a wheel chair
has the letter for his name followed by "wheelchair" as his sign name. In this way every
individual has a sign name that locates him/her within the school community.
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Deaf visitors have frequently been invited to the school. There have also been Deaf
visitors who "drop in" unannounced. These visitors were usually Deaf people known to
the school staff who may have an overseas visitor they wanted to show around the
school or a relative visiting from interstate. Invited visitors have usually contributed
directly to the school program by sharing with the students and staff some aspect of
their own experience as it related to education or their life experiences as a Deaf person.
Another characteristic of the bilingual-bicultural program can be seen upon first
entering the school. The school entrance foyer has photographs of students and staff.
One of the Deaf staff volunteered to position the photographs. Next to each student's
photograph she wrote Deaf or CODA. Hearing visitors to the school often commented
on this "labelling" of students. However, Deaf visitors have looked and nodded
approvingly and then use this information as a discussion point as they moved around
the school. No student has yet objected to this kind of identification. Interestingly it
appears to be a badge of pride for both Deaf and CODA students as it gives them an
identity and a place in the school's community.
Deaf Sports
Deaf Sport has always been a distinguishing characteristic of the Deaf Community. In

Australia, Deaf Sports can be traced back to 1895 when a friendly cricket match was
held between South Australia and Victoria. Other highlights of Deaf Sport have
included the 9th Australian Deaf Games held in 1988 to coincide with Australia's
Bicentennial celebrations. Those games held in Brisbane attracted 1,068 Deaf athletes.
Deaf staff members at the school are involved in a variety of sporting activities and a
number are prominent in Deaf sporting organisations.
According to Stewart ( 1992a), the Deaf participate in sports more for the social aspects
than the competitive aspects. At Thomas Pattison School the inclusion of Deaf people
from outside the school was a prominent feature of the sporting program. The school
revived the athletics and swimming carnivals that had been popular in the past but
which had lapsed through the fragmentation and closure of other Deaf schools and units.
Integration of deaf students and competing demands from their integrated schools had
resulted in a drop off in attendance. Staff at the Thomas Pattison School as one of the
larger schools revived these carnivals as they were seen as an important part of Deaf
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identity and offered the opportunity for the Deaf Community to gather. The
reinstatement of these sports carnivals was very popular and Deaf students came from
long distances to participate. Some overnight stays were organised for students from
remote country areas. A great amount of swapping of email addresses was observed
among the students. The Deaf Sports and Recreation (DSR) became interested and
involved in these carnivals. They supplied personnel in the form of volunteers to assist
at these carnivals. The school provides representatives at planning meetings of the DSR
so that the needs of students are represented.
Through sport Deaf people have been able to pursue a healthy image for themselves and
their community. Deaf athletes have been role models for many young Deaf people.
Deaf sporting teams have on occasion visited the school and the students and staff has
given them hero status.
Involvement of Deaf people and their sporting organisations has been a feature of the
school since its commencement. Deaf and hearing staff have used their contacts in the
Deaf Community to involve Deaf people with skills in different sporting areas in
providing the students with learning experiences. For a period of time, the DSR had its
office on the same campus as the school (although it has since moved to different
premises).
The school organised a Sports Carnival in 1996 and 31 Deaf volunteers participated in
qrganising and running an invitation carnival where deaf students from all around
Sydney congregated. These volunteers responded to requests from the school, indicating
a high level of interest from the Deaf community in events such as these. Subsequent
comments from outside the school made particular mention of the Deaf volunteers'
contribution.
The school has now forged strong links with Deaf Sports and Recreation NSW and
some staff members are actively involved in the group's activities. The school was used
as a venue for the 'Deaf Sports Star of the Year' in 1998 and continued to be the venue
for such events. Students from the school have on a number of occasions been the age
champions. The sporting carnivals have grown to the extent that they are now conducted
at larger venues, as the school's facilities for swimming and athletics cannot
accommodate the numbers wishing to attend. The Deaf Sports and Recreation
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Association (DSR) has taken over the organisation of these events to relieve the school
of some of the burden.
In 2001 the Deaf New Zealand and Australian Rugby teams visited the school on

separate occasions. The school welcomed them with a barbecue lunch and the team
members talked with students, signed autographs and ran a coaching clinic. The teams
stayed for a long time and every child in the school had an opportunity to talk with
them. The teams were reluctant to leave because of the tremendous reception they had
received from the students. The impact on the school lasted a long time as the team
wrote to the students and photographs taken on the day were displayed around the
school and became the topic of writing activities.
The experience of the school's involvement in Deaf sports was in contrast to the
experience students had when they went to the partner school for integrated sport. After
a few early successes with sport in the mainstream partner school, students over time
became increasingly reluctant to participate, even to the extent of being absent from
school regularly on sports days. The intermittent nature and the small exposure to the
partner mainstream school and the lack of real friendships developing were contributing
factors
Each year a Deaf Camp is also organised by teachers in the government school system.
This camp has also become a main event in the Deaf social calendar for students from
all over the state. Some of the students who attend may be the only Deaf student in their
school. As students come from diverse backgrounds and communication modes, the
camp provides access to a social community as well as a wide range of communication
options. One teacher from a school where there was an isolated Deaf student
commented that this student just lived for the Deaf camp each year to make contact with
her Deaf friends again. Now with email she was in regular contact with them. The camp
had resulted in Deaf students setting up networks far beyond their schools and
neighbourhoods and had created a sense of community that had largely been lost since
the disappearance of residential schools. Using modern technology, Deaf students were
able to make it work for their own communication purposes.
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Sign Singing

Another link with broader Deaf cultural experiences was the school's signing choir.
Drama productions were also an important part of the life of the school. Each year
various classes either singly or in combination put on a drama production. Themes
included The Circus, Fairy Tales and Fables. The productions featured sign and music
to provide mood and atmosphere. Also included in these productions was voice-over for
the benefit of hearing people in the audience. Sign singing has also been an activity that
students enjoyed and that appealed to a wide audience. These activities became
enormously popular with staff and students alike and developed in scale as the school
has grown. The signing choir has appeared at venues like the Sydney Opera House and
the Sydney Casino at charitable functions. The presence of CODA children meant that
music could be provided for performances. The music teacher mentioned previously has
been the major organiser of the school's signing choir. She selected songs to be
performed in conjunction with Deaf staff members who translated the words into the
appropriate signs. Some Deaf students also demonstrated an aptitude and enthusiasm for
music, which is now offered across the school. Students have regularly attended theatre
or drama productions that were interpreted in sign, as well as premieres of captioned
movies. These events are increasing in number, as the Deaf community has been quite
vocal about the provision of major motion films with subtitles. They are also gaining in
popularity as social events and the school has specifically organised out of school
tr~nsport

to access these events and teachers have given up their time to attend.

In 2002 senior students at the school performed some scenes from Romeo and Juliet for

the end of Year Presentation Day. This was not the full play as the school had
insufficient students to fill all the roles. The performance was in Auslan and translated
into English. Parents and visitors were impressed and told me that they felt that the
school had reached a significant point where it presented all the activities and events
that characterise a regular school. The major difference, however, was that it presented
and valued a Deaf perspective.
Ongoing issues in creating a bicultural environment

While there are elements of the bicultural aspect of the school that can be seen as very
successful, there are sometimes contradictory forces at work. The force that works to
create a strong sense of Deaf culture can also work against the inclusion of hearing
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culture. As mentioned earlier, the older students have already indicated a strong
preference for remaining in the school rather than participating in the integration
program. For some students from hearing families, the strong culture of the school
dominates their social experiences and may even replace the family's social circle if the
extended family does not include the Deaf student by their failure to learn to sign or
sign adequately. The school atmosphere which contributes strongly to the students'
sense of comfort and well-being within the school is not matched by a confidence when
making contact with the hearing community outside the school.
Teachers have commented on the "sense of relief' students, particularly older students,
feel in the Thomas Pattison setting. Teachers say this is in stark contrast with many of
their home situations where communication with family may be rudimentary at best.
For some students the school may be creating a "haven" from the hearing community
without providing the necessary skills to access that community in a confident and
independent manner.
While a variety of Deaf visitors have frequented the school, these tended to be Deaf
people from specific backgrounds. Many have been retired Deaf people who have the
time to come to the school. They have been able to provide students with fascinating
insights into their past educational experiences. It is becoming increasingly clear,
however, that the lives of students at Thomas Pattison are unlikely to be similar to those
of older Deaf people. Thomas Pattison students are unlikely to face the prohibitions
placed on the use· of signed communication that many of the older generation faced.
Similarly they are not likely to face the social isolation of some Deaf people who
experience this as the only Deaf person in an integrated setting.
Another group of Deaf people who have been visitors to the school have been those
who are unemployed and also have the time to be available to visit. This represents
another group of Deaf people who have faced considerable barriers and prejudices in
their adult life possibly as a consequence of their poor skills and poor educational
opportunities. Students at the school generally identify more positively with Deaf
people they know or have met who have jobs that the students see as desirable and
attainable which form a third group seen far less by the students. This third group - of
successful, upwardly mobile Deaf people who are employed in a variety of careers - are
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seen far less often. Their work commitments make their availability to visit the school
more restricted.
Each year it has been the practice of the school to invite a successful Deaf person to be
the guest speaker at the school's Presentation Day. For many of these Deaf people
access to mainstream education has provided them with benefits that have empowered
them to access other opportunities in the community. Some of these Deaf people have
been critical of their education because they may not have had a sense of the Deaf
community while at school. Nevertheless, this same education has provided them with
opportunities that many Deaf people in the past who attended a school for the Deaf did
not have. They have had access to greater choices and opportunities than Deaf people of
their parents' generation where many left school at the minimum age to enter an
apprenticeship or trade in one of the areas traditionally taken by Deaf people. While
some of these successful Deaf people are represented on staff and provide excellent role
models for the students, because they are in a Deaf school setting they do not portray to
the students the wide array of possibilities available to Deaf people to pursue.
There are many strong and positive experiences that Deaf students have been exposed
to, both in terms of role models within the school and through the portrayal of strong
Deaf characters in media drama productions, by people like Marlee Matlin and Phyllis
Frelich. Recently a Deaf man who had worked at the school for a period of time gained
a role in a locally produced television series playing the role of a signing Deaf person.
This· was followed with great interest by the students and staff of the school. These new
and positive Deaf role models replace the stereotypes so often portrayed in the past
where the Deaf individual speaks at the end of the movie or becomes hearing thus
demonstrating their liberation from the restricting disability of deafness.
Deaf staff members are unanimous that the quality of experience had by present
students at the school far outstrips any experiences they had in their schooling. The
possible exceptions would be staff who attended large residential schools for the Deaf.
They would claim that the social experiences they had were unparalleled. However, the
actual education many received in these settings left them feeling dissatisfied. As
described earlier, a Deaf parent recalled seeing some letters her parents had kept that
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she had written as a boarder during her school days. She was shocked at her language
levels and said that she hoped for much better outcomes for her own children.
The bilingual and bicultural environment created within the school has not evolved
spontaneously but has been the result of the development of certain practices within the
school to quite deliberately affirm this environment. A significant part of this has been
the development of communication protocols within the school.

Communication protocols
It has been deliberate policy at the school to affirm the "natural" or preferred language
of the Deaf, rather than drawing attention to Deaf people's lack of standard English
skills, by incorporating Auslan into all communication within the school. This has
meant the institution of communication protocols that affirm and include Deaf people in
daily communication exchanges.
The following protocols are written into school policy:
•

Whenever a Deaf child or adult is present, where possible all parties should sign.

•

Where possible, hearing non-signers should be accorded the same courtesy of
being included where the conversation is in sign by providing an interpreter.

•

Auslan and English should never be used at the same time. When reading aloud
from books, Auslan signs in English word order may be used.

•

Auslan will' be used as the language of communication in all staff meetings.

(The Thomas Pattison School Policies and Procedures, 2000, p.12.)
The practice of these protocols has produced a strong signing environment. When
hearing staff talk among themselves, Deaf staff are quick to remind hearing staff to sign
if there were Deaf staff or students present. Indeed the evidence from staff, students and
visitors is that the school environment is seen as intimidating to less able signers. Entry
to a classroom by a visitor has been signalled either by stamping on the floor to gain the
attention of students (or of the teacher if the teacher is Deaf too) or flicking the light
switch. The conversation, however trivial and even if not concerning the students in the
class, is signed. This gives access to the Deaf students who can choose to "eavesdrop"
or tune out in the way a hearing student might do in similar circumstances. When a
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student is being disciplined, their unacceptable behaviour is described in sign in their
presence, as is the discussion by the staff involved relating to the consequences that will
be put in place. At no time is the student talked about in their presence without sign.
The importance of these protocols was illustrated to me one day when I entered a
classroom and talked to a teacher. I was requested by the teacher to sign what I was
saying. Observing my puzzled expression the teacher explained that the Deaf children in
the class had the right to know what the conversation was about, so they would have
access to the information all the hearing people were talking about. I then replied that
what I had said didn't concern the children, but the teacher replied, "They should have
the right to know that this is an adult conversation and they can tune out if they want."
On another occasion, I was observing this protocol by signing my conversation to the
hearing teacher in the class. One CODA child said," You don't have to sign to her, she
can hear you," to which the teacher replied, "It's good manners to sign when there are
deaf people in the room."
In establishing communication protocols which create a sign environment, the program

has recognised the politicisation of deafness and also the importance of the human
rights element to the program that gives Deaf people access to information in all
situations where possible and practicable. This came about in the school program as a
direct result of Deaf staff and supportive hearing staff who requested that these
protocols be established. The protocols are maintained by a strong commitment to
equality in· the communication environment. This in turn leads to a level of confidence
in students where they expect everyone to be able to communicate with them skilfully.
Staff and some parents have defended this attitude because they reason that the sc_hool is
one environment where the students have a right to feel this way even if it is not
mirrored in their experience in the wider community.
It could be said that at Thomas Pattison, Deaf culture is dominant; a reversal of the
situation found in the wider society. In the school, the communication environment of
signing has allowed Deaf students and staff a communicative freedom they experience
in few other situations. This in turn has led to a confidence and even an intolerance of
those who do not communicate with the same ease. New staff who did not have as well
developed Auslan skills as more experienced staff have sometimes remarked that
students have exhibited impatience and intolerance towards their less skilled signing.
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Communication for Deaf staff is further supported by provision of several TTYs
throughout the school. The number of TTYs and faxes among students and their
families has also increased. A growing number of staff have Internet and email access at
home. Within the school all staff and students from Grade 4 and 5 onwards have
personal email addresses within the school. Almost every staff member, whether Deaf
or hearing, had a mobile phone capable of sending and receiving text messages. Many
students too were using mobile phones with text messages. This facilitated much better
communication, especially for events like excursions where previously Deaf staff did
not have the capacity to call in to the school from remote locations.
Communication protocols at the Thomas Pattison School include the use of an
Interpreter at Parentff eacher Nights. This was established at the outset of the program,
as teachers were unwilling to act as interpreters in meetings because they believed it
represented a conflict of roles. In acting as an interpreter at meetings, a teacher would
be unable to participate herself/himself while interpreting the views of others in the
meeting. Therefore, although all the teaching staff sign fluently, they believe it is not
their role to act as interpreters at meetings where they wish to participate in their role as
teachers. The issue of teachers interpreting remains somewhat vexed as teachers are
often put in a position of interpreting to students when a hearing non-signing person
visits the classroom. Teachers are of the belief that an interpreter should accompany
such visitors and interpret for them. However, the practicalities of a small school
program do not allow the luxury of an interpreter in such a situation. The importance of
this protocol is illustrated, however, by one occasion when 27 phone calls were made
withou~

success to try and book an interpreter for a meeting. In the end the Deaf staff

member did not attend the meeting. Instead the information was subsequently related to
that staff member. Another staff member had indicated her willingness to interpret at the
meeting for the Deaf teacher but it was pointed out to her that this was a conflict of
interest and under pressure from other staff she backed down and withdrew her offer to
interpret. It was argued by staff that it was the responsibility of the employer to provide
an interpreter. If the intent of the protocols is to be realised then it would be a
compromise if teachers continued to fill the gap each time there was no interpreter
available or there had not been enough forethought and planning to include booking an
interpreter for the event.
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With increase in numbers of students in high school, the staff development plan for the
school allowed for a second interpreter to be employed. It was unlikely that the school
will be able to find subject specialists who also have Auslan skills. In this situation the
staff development plan allows for an interpreter who would work alongside the subject
specialist. However, it is a condition of employment for all staff that they actively
pursue the acquisition of greater Auslan skills. For the classroom teacher in the primary
school setting, it is imperative that they have strong Auslan skills as they are delivering
the curriculum in the students' first or preferred language.
The school has a program in place to develop the signing skills of all staff. In fact all
staff regardless of their level of proficiency have the opportunity to improve their skills
in the regular weekly classes at the school that have been offered with a view to
improving the skills of all staff. This is seen as essential to the success of the program as
all incidental communication in the school also enhances the learning environment for
students as well as the specific teaching times.
In summary
The model of sign bilingualism adopted at Thomas Pattison has evolved over time and

reflects the needs and desires of the local Deaf Community as well as the principles of
good practice from a combination of models and from the literature on sign bilingual
education for the Deaf. By way of summary and as a means to linking to discussions of
practice in Chapter Eight, this chapter will conclude with the guidelines developed for
Thomas Pattison during the first years of the program. These guidelines were developed
through extensive consultation with the Deaf Community and members of the school
staff. In developing the principles for the program, as Principal of the school I had the
advantage of having visited a number of programs in both Britain and the U.S.A.
Additionally, in joining the program in only the second year of its existence, I was in a
position of being able to selectively adopt from other programs the principles that
appeared

t~

indicate best practice. As a result the following guidelines were developed

for the school:
Language policy

235

I. The language of instruction should be the natural language of the Deaf Community,
in this case Auslan.

2. The program will seek to develop the English language through reading and writing
and spoken English where appropriate or desired. Essentially English is learned as a
second language.
3. English will be explained through Auslan
4. Auslan and English are presented as distinct and separate. This is to discourage the
practice of speaking and signing at the same time and compromising both the
spoken and signed signal.
5. The languages Auslan and English are compared and contrasted and the differences
explored so that with the contrastive knowledge students are encouraged to develop
metalinguistic skills.
6. The acquisition of sign language is encouraged as early as possible, accompanied by
an understanding of Deaf Culture and the development of self-esteem and pride in
Deaf culture.
7. The best models for language acquisition, the development of a social identity and
the enhancement of self esteem in Deaf children will be
a) Deaf adults
b) Peers
c) Significant others
8. The culture of both communities should be presented as valued and equal.
9. Parents and the Deaf Community should be given opportunities for involvement in
the various aspects of the school program.
10. Speech skills may be developed through a variety of approaches designed
specifically for the cultural background and hearing loss of the student.
11. Children of Deaf Adults and siblings of Deaf children have a place in the program
as additional members of the Sign bilingual community.

Curriculum and assessment

236

1. The curriculum content presented to the students should be cognitively challenging
and reflect the child's preferred (or first) language level. Overall course content
should not be modified to match the students' abilities in English. In practice some
students who have poor Auslan and English skills follow a program that is modified
to suit their needs but still based on a regular curriculum.
2. Both Auslan and English should be taught as subjects from the perspective of first
and second languages. Curricula and teaching approaches should reflect this.
3. Deaf Studies will be taught across the junior school to promote Deaf culture, the
awareness of Deaf history and sign languages generally. In the High School these
elements will be incorporated into the LOTE program
4. Language specific assessments for Auslan and English should be used to develop
ongoing student profiles.
Staff
1. All staff should be able to use Auslan proficiently to a minimum agreed level. Staff
should be fluent but not necessarily native-like.
2. All staff should be bilingual in that they should be proficient users of Auslan and
English without requiring special considerations in everyday signed and written
communication.
3. All staff to endeavour to become knowledgeable in both cultures.
Parents and the Community
1. Links to the Deaf Community are seen as essential. Deaf children and hearing
parents should have access to Deaf Auslan-using Adults from an early age.
2. Parents entering the program at any age should be informed about sign bilingualism
and made aware that successful sign bilingual education requires the participation
and commitment of the whole family, not just the child.
3. Parents should be given the opportunity to learn Auslan at the earliest possible
opportunity and then practice, maintain and develop their skills.
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Parents and the Deaf Community should be given opportunities for involvement in the
various aspects of the school program
Cultural Component

1. The culture of both communities should be presented as valued and equal.
2. The language and culture of the Deaf Community are incorporated into the school
program to instil in children a sense of pride, self esteem and identity with Deaf
culture.
4. Records of students will be kept in order to establish an historical culture data base
for the School.
5. To have Deaf students develop an appreciation of, and to facilitate through exposure
to, their culture.
6. To enable the appreciation of the differences in cultures and provide a specific
awareness of the two different cultures to which they are exposed.
7. Exposure to competent users of both languages by a variety of bilingual, Deaf and
hearing participants.
8. Involvement of Deaf people to provide language models and focus on the values,
rules for behaviour and traditions accepted by the Deaf community.
9. Inclusion of Deaf individuals has an effect on policy and administrative decisions
regarding bilingual-bicultural program development.
10. The extent to which a students' language and culture are incorporated into the
school program constitutes a significant predictor of academic success.
(Thomas Pattison School Policy and Procedures 2000)

This chapter has analysed the development of the school's culture from the perspective
of the policies and protocols that have become the school's daily practice. These have
emerged from the strong stance taken by the staff on issues such as communication
between Deaf and hearing staff. The role played by parents and their communication
with their Deaf children, and how this interacts with the delivery of a sign bilingual
program, have also been examined. The creating of a strong Deaf cultural environment
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for the students has been compared and contrasted with their experiences m the
integrated setting in a partner school, illustrating the difficulty for Deaf students to
move comfortably between two cultures.
The degree to which all of these conditions are realised in practice in the life of the
school are discussed in Chapters Eight and Nine.
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Chapter Eight: The implementation of the sign bilingual program at
the Thomas Pattison School
An earlier chapter of this thesis explored aspects of sign bilingual programs that claim
to be inclusive of Deaf culture. The criteria identified by these programs for a bilingualbicultural program if it is to be educationally and socio-emotionally effective for Deaf
students have been presented. One expectation of sign bilingual programs is that
educational outcomes for students will be enhanced. Chapter Seven investigated the
practices and protocols within the Thomas Pattison School and how these were
negotiated by the staff at the school to construct a sign rich and culturally inclusive
program. This chapter investigates the pedagogical practices in the school and the issues
and challenges arising from them.

Language use in a sign bilingual program
The sign bilingual model followed at The Thomas Pattison School requires that Deaf
children be educated in a bilingual setting with Auslan as their primary language and
with English, in its various forms, as a second language being taught through the written
and read form and speech where appropriate. Auslan is termed the "preferred language"
of students at the school. It is not the first or native language of all students as students
come from a variety of family backgrounds that include English speaking hearing
families and hearing families whose first language is not English. The term "preferred
language" has been adopted because for many of these students Auslan is the first
language that has been made fully accessible to them but is not the first language of the
family. In the case of some families, Auslan is the only language common to the parents
and the child because families within the school are increasingly from non-English
speaking backgrounds.
Based on the literature on sign bilingual approaches, at Thomas Pattison School the
acquisition of sign language (Auslan) as early as possible is advocated, accompanied by
an understanding of Deaf culture and the development of self-esteem and pride in Deaf
culture. Based on the recurring theme from other sign bilingual programs, staff at the
school believe that the best models for language acquisition, the development of a social
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identity and the enhancement of self-esteem for Deaf children will be Deaf adults, Deaf
peers and significant others who also sign. These are the criteria on which most sign
bilingual programs across the world are based and have been discussed in Chapter Five
(Hadadian, Studnicky & Merbler 1997; Morford & Mayberry 2000; Pickersgill 1997).
The Thomas Pattison School program that evolved was based on early consistent
exposure to Deaf language models, as advocated in other sign bilingual programs and
the provision of a strong Deaf identity from an early age. This consistent exposure to
fluent ·users of sign is an ongoing challenge for the program. In the school there is a
strong presence of Deaf personnel but this environment does not necessarily carry over
to the home environment. The fact that the parents of many students' lack sign fluency
impacts on the program. Late entry of students to the program is also an issue for the
program to address, not so much by age at entry as the program has taken students
across a range of ages but because they come with poor Auslan skills regardless of age.
This increases the number of students in the program with less than ideal Auslan skills
so that students' communication among themselves does not provide exposure to
desirable Auslan skills.
This commitment to Auslan as the language of instruction poses a number of
challenges. As yet no effective assessment tool exists to ascertain the linguistic levels of
Auslan-using deaf children. Although, one is now being developed by the Institute (see
below). A major priority for the program is to develop Auslan profiles that can be used
to observe the Auslan language development of students and make some comparisons
with their English language development. An Auslan Proficiency Rating Scale has been
developed by Power (1997) and it is likely that this scale will form the basis of some
kind of ongoing assessment of student development. It is likely that this scale will be
most useful with students who join the program from Signed English backgrounds.
It is recognised that at present a major need and a perceived weakness, indeed a
criticism from outside the program, is the lack of research to back the assumptions on
which the program is based. In recognition of this deficiency, the administration of the
Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children employed Trevor Johnston, the author of
the Auslan Dictionary ( 1989) who coined the term Auslan, to investigate and describe
the model used at The Thomas Pattison School.
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Another component of his research is to develop an assessment tool in Auslan. Ideally
this assessment tool will allow direct comparisons between Auslan and English to be
made so that the development of both languages can be traced in students. At present
students cannot be described as "competent" users of Auslan or "emergent" users of the
language as there is no tool to describe stages of Auslan acquisition. Teachers know
intuitively, from their interactions with students and from students' family backgrounds,
who are the more competent users of the language; but this remains a subjective
measure. The development of assessment instruments remains a major area to be
addressed.
The first stage of the Institute's research into the bilingual-bicultural program of the
Thomas Pattison School will include a description of the model followed by the school.
To that end this thesis will have some bearing on the subsequent reporting of the
Institute's research. It will be beyond the scope of this thesis to describe the outcomes
of the program, as the assessment protocols may not be developed within the time frame
of this study. Outcomes of sign bilingual programs are clearly of the greatest
significance for these programs as the expectations have been so high. As well as more
general questions of identity and participation in the wider society, the literacy ability of
these students will also be keenly observed.

Teaching Auslan and English
Research on learning outcomes in the context of sign bilingual programs is still scarce.
Models of practice from overseas seem to indicate deaf children's language gains can be
significant and even age appropriate, certainly in the early grades (Andrews et al 1997).
However, it is not simply a matter of academic achievement as all these programs hold
the profound conviction that Deaf children will be more successful socially and
emotionally as well. In programs that recognise deafness as identity and culture, sign is
given as a necessary component of such personal and social development.
The teaching of Auslan and English begins at the pre-school level in the Institute's sign
bilingual program with age appropriate exposure to both languages. The expertise of the
teachers is drawn on to develop the child's linguistic competence in both English,
through literacy (reading, writing and oral skills where appropriate), and Auslan. The
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child's competence in Auslan is developed firstly in pre-school and built upon in
Kindergarten, Year One and Year Two. The difference between English and Auslan is
explained using Auslan and all children are able to explain that stories are written in
English because "you can't write in Auslan." While this may not be a part of their
understanding at this stage of their linguistic development, given their young age, it is
hoped that this will become a part of their understanding of the differences between the
two languages.
At Thomas Pattison School, differences in Auslan and English are explored even at the
Kindergarten level with the purpose of building the contrastive knowledge of both
languages and to raise the metalinguistic awareness of the two languages in students.
This also maintains the language of both communities as valued and equal. Older
students are encouraged to look at a sentence they are writing and if they have difficulty
with meaning then they can use Auslan as a way of explaining and supporting their
knowledge of the second language.
One outcome of the program so far is that children are able to recognise that English is
read, written and spoken and that Auslan is signed and represented differently to written
English in a dictionary context where handshape configurations are described rather
than meanings. From Kindergarten, students are given comparisons and choices in the
use of Auslan and English. For example, when looking at the daily weather chart,
children are given the choice of responding using Auslan or English word order (using
Auslan signs). The teacher will ask questions such as, "Why do we fingerspell the word
'was'?" Many of the children know by Kindergarten age that this is because there is no
sign for 'was' in Auslan. Because classes at the Thomas Pattison School include
siblings of deaf students and deaf children from hearing families whose first language is
not Auslan, there is an assumption that Auslan must be taught just as English has to be
taught.
While still at Kindergarten level, the teacher consciously fosters the awareness of the
different functions of the students' two languages. Kindergarten students are able to say
that stories are written in English because you can't write in Auslan. An example of
how contrastive language work is done in Kindergarten is illustrated below.
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At five, they are now understanding that I can sign or fingerspell an
English word. I can say, "Yesterday was Monday." And, I can ask them
why I'm fingerspelling "was" and they can tell me it's because it's an
English word, so hopefully by the end of the year they understand that
it's a word that they have to put in their writing because its important for
it to make sense (Interview with Kindergarten teacher, 1998).
A feature of the upper elementary grades (4, 5 and 6) is a sustained silent reading
program every morning where students select a book of their own choosing and own
interest. It became evident to some of the teachers that while this worked well for some
students, others were making poor choices and either could not read the book they
selected or could not read for any length of time by themselves. In order to maximise
the use of this time some teachers have introduced an Auslan story time. This story time
is taken by one of the Deaf Teachers Aides who signs a story to students. In this way
students are able to access the whole story line, which they may not understand in print.
The opportunity then arises to discuss new vocabulary both in signs and words as a
result of the story session. This way, students are exposed to new vocabulary in both
languages and direct comparisons can be made and the differences noted.
Similar strategies are used with older students in the school to represent complex
English morphology and syntax. The teacher sometimes "Signs in English." However,
this is not the artificial sign system used to encode English manually. Deaf people have
evolved a method of combining fingerspelling with Auslan signs in English word order
to meet particular communicative needs (Johnston 1996). They do this to accommodate
to hearing people's signing which may be less proficient or to read correspondence in a
more formal meeting type setting. The teachers of higher grades also use this method to
talk about the differences between English and Auslan to represent in sign how
something is written word for word in English. Thus the signing becomes purely linear
for the purpose of representing written English. This, however, is not ever done by Deaf
people in conversation or for instruction of content within the school. The Grade 5/6
teacher explains:
It's providing a bridge. I'm almost using the two languages in parallel to
teach one of the languages (Interview with Grade 5/6 teacher, 1998)
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O'Grady (1998), an independent researcher who visited The Thomas Pattison School in
1998, made a number of observations of the way Auslan is used to teach English. She
claims that this method of "stripping down Auslan" to provide a bridge between Auslan
and written English begins to address the current theoretical questioning by Mayer and
Wells ( 1996) of the possibility of interdependency between the two languages of
different modalities. O'Grady points out that Auslan like all natural sign languages has
developed within the context of the dominant language. Auslan relies heavily on the
fingerspelling of English words where there are no Auslan signs. This includes names
and many short words for which there are no signs. Children in a Deaf family will be
fingerspelling English words long before they ever develop an awareness of English as
a discrete language. This in itself will form part of their inner representation of language
and later the written links can be made with English.
O'Grady (1998) has also responded to Mayer and Wells' (1996) concern that sign
languages lack a distinct academic register which may result in deaf students having
difficulties accessing the abstract and nominalised English texts they will meet.
O'Grady says that just as educators can explicitly teach English speaking children to
unpack nominalised, dense and grammatically incongruent forms into concrete spoken
English, so deaf children can be supported in similar ways to unpack into Auslan.
The ability of children to do this was observed by O'Grady when she visited The
Thomas Pattison School. In a Grade 5/6 class she observed a group of children reading
a manual for a video camera written in technical language. A CODA child was having
difficulty with the word "compact." It was a deaf child who explained to her in Auslan
that it meant something small. This explanation was then shared amongst the group.
However, this process is time-consuming and the criticism of the lack of an academic
register in ASL/ Auslan remains a valid one and a barrier to the easy communication of
more complex concepts.
Individuals both at the school and elsewhere have recognised that Auslan is not
necessarily the first or native language of all Deaf children, as has been claimed, and it
has to be taught. Peter Bonser, Client Services Manager of the Deaf Society in Sydney,
makes the following observation about Auslan:
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I don't think Auslan is there automatically. The visual base for it to
develop from is there because the children are making sense of the world
around them visually because that is where they are getting the access
but the actual structures of Auslan and the rules of Auslan and all that
sort of stuff have to be learnt like any other language (Interview Bonser,
1997).

One of the ongoing issues for the bilingual program is the examination of the way in
which the two languages will be used in the day-to-day teaching of classes within the
school. In a signing bilingual environment the complexities of defining the use of the
languages, in our case Auslan and written English, increase as the language of
instruction (Auslan) is used to develop skills in the target language (English). It is the
movement between the two languages that is difficult to describe when trying to
prescribe language use in the program. Most of the comments and reflections attributed
to teachers in the following pages come from minutes of the bilingual meetings, from
interviews and from a survey conducted in the school on the teaching practices of the
staff.
Discussions among staff at regular bilingual meetings led to the compilation of the
following examples of ways English is used in the program:
•

Writing on the board

•

Fingerspelling

•

Posters and signs around the classroom (including alphabet charts)

•

Writing tasks completed by the students

•

Reading English texts

•

Using chat programs on the computer

•

Using a TTY, or sending faxes or emails

•

Using flashcards (e.g. of spelling words)

•

Reading timetables, signs and other environmental written language.
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The above examples of the use of English were agreed upon by most teachers at the
school. There is less agreement when the two languages come into contact with each
other or where the use of one language takes on characteristics of the other; for
example, using Auslan signs in English word order. For instance, when staff members
were questioned, the majority defined it as English; while one teacher commented that
signing could only be in English if it is strictly in English word order with
fingerspelling. She added that it was slower, but was possible. Some teachers found it a
difficult area and said it couldn't be defined it as either. One teacher did, however,
define it as a "teaching tool to facilitate learning English as a second language." On the
other hand, most staff identified fingerspelling as English.
Examples of Auslan use given by staff in a survey of Auslan aspects of their teaching
include:
•

Class discussions and teaching

•

Translation of English texts

•

Oral presentations; such as speeches, debates, asking and answering questions,
recounts, signed singing, instructions, role-plays, performances

•

Using an interpreter when necessary

•

Explanations

•

Interaction with peers~ conversations

•

Video assessment

As stated above, using Auslan signs in English word order has been regarded as
problematic by some staff and difficult to classify as either language. What is clear is
that Auslan is predominantly used as the language of instruction and clarification. When
interviewed about the amount of Auslan/English usage in class, one teacher expressed
frustration with her students' dependence on Auslan:
Rather than reading the text for meaning they [the students] will ask me
what it means or says, which means that I sign it to them. Therefore, I do
not consider this an English exercise: It is Auslan. Hence the high
percentage of Auslan use ... I do believe there is not enough exposure to
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English, especially when the students know that the teacher will explain
it to them rather than attempting to understand it themselves (Interview
with Thomas Pattison teacher, 2000).

The Interaction of Auslan and English
Sign bilingual educational programs for the deaf have been criticised for adopting as a
premise the Linguistic Interdependence Theory. This has been discussed in depth in
Chapter Five. The model in use at the Thomas Pattison School is clearly a different
model from those that accept a linguistic interdependence framework (see Chapter Six).
The staff would support the notion of certain transferability of language skills from a
first language (Ll) to a second language (L2). However, defining the program has not
been easy and continues to be a dynamic process. Staff members at the school have
attempted to define the model at Thomas Pattison more clearly by describing what is
done in the school. The program has evolved as staff have talked and debated and
grappled with the issues that are constantly raised within the program and by research
activity elsewhere. Monthly Bilingual Policy meetings were held in the first few years
of the program with the input and involvement of the pre-school and other sections of
the Institute. For a while these meetings were held less frequently but then various
individuals expressed the need for them to start again to provide a forum for discussion.
Topics for meetings have included "How to sign various complex English tenses using
Auslan." In this meeting, despite individuaIS ·signing tenses in English in a range of
ways the meaning was still conveyed. This led us to the belief that uniformity of signing
was not a critical issue but that conveying of meaning was paramount.
It has been stated earlier that at the Thomas Pattison School Auslan and English are
presented as distinct and separate, to avoid confusion and to give status to each
language. This means that unlike Total Communication programs or Signed English
programs teachers do not speak and sign at the same time. This gives Auslan the status
of a distinct and separate language. In addition the syntax of Auslan and English are not
the same. It is generally agreed upon by staff in the program that, just as it doesn't make
sense to speak French and English side by side, it doesn't make sense to sign in Auslan
and speak at the same time. This distinct difference in the syntax of the two languages
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carries the implication that English grammar needs to be specifically taught as there is
no natural transfer of the rules of syntax in Auslan to English. Added to this is the
distinction that Auslan has no pronouns. In Auslan pronouns are established by
indicating the gender, then the position of the person in terms of physical space. When
the speaker points to the designated place we know whether he is speaking about the
man, the woman or the dog by their position, as there are no signs in Auslan for he and
she. So specific teaching of the grammar of English is a feature of the school's program.
During 200-2001 staff were discussing and debating the approach being used in the Star
Schools Project · (Nover and Andrews, 1998). The Star Schools project has many
similarities to the program at Thomas Pattison School. The first of these is that both
schools use a natural sign language (ASL or Auslan) for academic and English language
instruction. The Star Schools Project also uses ASL to tell and explain stories. The
example given by Nover and Andrews is a 4th Grade teacher teaching the classic
children's novel "The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe."
She signs the first chapter in ASL (American Sign Language) and
engages the students in a discussion of the story, all conducted in ASL
and English through finger-spelling [sic] and finger-reading. The
children then read the printed text in English. Next Ms Jones puts up an
overhead of paragraphs of the chapter in English, so the class can go
through sentence-by-sentence translating of the English print into ASL
together. In a follow~up directed reading lesson, she teaches specific
vocabulary and English grammar structures by writing key words and
sentences from the book on the blackboard to discuss. As she moves
from ASL to printed English, she engages the children in more
discussion. She finger-spells new vocabulary in English, writes them on
the blackboard, and then explains the definitions using ASL (Nover and
Andrews 1999, p.9).
Several of the teaching staff at Thomas Pattison School identified very closely with this
approach and feel that they have worked along these lines in English lessons, but
thought it might be difficult to use this approach for other subject areas, where there is
generally a lot of discussion, for example, Human Society and Its Environment (HSIE).
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All staff supported the value of this approach in relating language learning to existing
language skills; that is, building on a student's existing language (Auslan) in developing
their second language (English). Despite the benefits of this approach, the majority of
staff recognised how time-consuming it can be within a classroom.
In relation to the general issue of increasing students' exposure to and use of English,

one teacher has suggested that the use of written English summaries of the text may be
more beneficial than encouraging the students to become dependent upon the teacher or
on signing. Similarly, another teacher argued that students need to be actively reading
independently on a more regular basis. She felt that the model of providing written
summaries was good for discussions on content but at times it failed to give students
enough exposure to or opportunities to use English to become confident users of written
English. In addition, another teacher commented that while many of the students at the
school have a solid foundation of Auslan, they lack an understanding of English. Even
this assumption of a foundation in Auslan is questionable as many students have been
late entrants to the program, so their Auslan and English skills may both be poor.
Some teachers at the school have also experimented with Auslan story telling on video,
where student stories are videotaped. Students then watch these videos under the
supervision of the teacher who then elicits a "written" Auslan version of the story where
the exact phrases used by students are recorded. From this framework the teacher leads
the students to a correct written English form. Teachers have claimed that this leads to
greater understanding of English grammar forms by students.
A picture of diversity of teaching practice within the school had begun to emerge. It was
also apparent that teachers had different understandings of what constituted a sign
bilingual program. The need for a whole school literacy policy was evident and that this
should be coordinated across the school to achieve maximum benefit for the students
and to ensure consistent practice. In 1999 a literacy teacher was appointed to the school
to specifically address the literacy needs of students in an effort to achieve better
outcomes. The initial task of the literacy teacher was to interview all the teachers about
their teaching practices and classroom methods and how they each "interpreted" a sign
bilingual approach to educating Deaf students. In her interview, one teacher expressed
anxiety that by using the bilingual approach the students may not be receiving enough
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exposure to English. She also indicated that staff needed training in this approach, as it
was not taught in teacher training at university. In discussions of the place and use of
two languages in the program it became apparent that teachers were not confident in
their understanding of a sign bilingual approach. Several teachers commented that the
bilingual approach was significant because it clearly demonstrated the valuing of both
languages. Another teacher reflected that, "It's great to see that the two languages are
always kept distinct from each other and students realise that they are in actual fact
code-switching from English to ASL and vice versa." However, another teacher made
the comment that at least ·half the classroom time should be allocated to the use of
English, either written or signing in English mode. This once again showed the need for
clarification of appropriate uses and definitions of the two languages. This exercise in
interviewing all the teachers indicated that it could not be assumed that teaching
practices were uniform throughout the school and that all teachers shared the same
approach to teaching language.
This was drawn to my attention by the comments of one teacher who said during her
interview that she had used an approach similar to Ms Jones from the Star Schools
Project, but found the students weren't actually reading the text - they were simply
skimming over it. She ceased this practice because of the students' pretence at reading.
She also commented that there were no suitable texts in the library for her student's
reading level to enable her to use a similar approach to that used in the Star Schools
Project. Without discounting the issue of resources, her comment may also reflect
relative inexperience as a teacher in a bilingual setting or the need for training in
presenting lessons bilingually and the developing of suitable resources. The fact that
this teacher also claimed that her classroom followed a bilingual approach "in all/most
subject areas" indicated that teachers may not have been feeling confident about their
teaching. This may refer to instruction in Auslan and the explanation of English through
Auslan. However, in light of her comments above, it appears not to involve the explicit
English language instruction that was incorporated in Ms Jones class. Indeed, the kind
of explicit language instruction that is imperative for a successful bilingual program
may no( be well understood by all teachers. This raises a concern about the
understanding of the term "bilingual." Because instruction is done in Auslan and there
is an English component, this does not necessarily constitute a bilingual approach. For
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bilingualism to exist and a program to succeed, there must be explicit teaching about the
two languages and a network of connections and scaffolds developed between them.

Changing perspectives on the teaching of English at Thomas Pattison
There are a number of sign bilingual programs that assert that English is learned through
the written and read form only and that Auslan (or, in the US, ASL) is the language of
instruction through which English is best explained (Ewoldt 1996; Gifford 1997;
Svartholm 1993). This approach relies on the Linguistic Interdependence Theory as the
basis for its model (Cummins, 1991). While Thomas Pattison followed the linguistic
interdependence approach in the early years of the program more recent thinking from
staff presents the program as an ESL type program where the bilingual skills of students
are developing. One of the Thomas Pattison School teachers made the following
remark:
I don't think we are truly a bilingual program. I think we are more of an
ESL program. If children are using Auslan all the time but they are using
written English as a second language, I am kind of not sure whether
bilingual would be the right word for our particular program (Thomas
Pattison Teacher, interview 1998).

This observation by of one of the teachers was a reflection on actual practice at Thomas
Pattison as contrasted with the claimed position of many bilingual-bicultural programs.
The comment reflects the whole school move towards the investigation of other
strategies in the teaching of English.

Teaching English: other language strategies
Thomas Pattison School does not advocate the teaching and use of Auslan exclusively
before the introduction of English as some bilingual-bicultural programs would. Instead
English is introduced at the earliest stage of the program in the pre-school and continues
in the kindergarten class. Environmental print and the direct comparison of signs to the
written word are customary practice in the classroom. For example, where children are
learning colours, an example of the actual colour, the sign and the written English are
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taught side by side. Where there is no sign for a word the teacher puts the word on the
wall on one side of the room. Students know that these are English words that don't
have a sign and that these words are fingerspelt. Examples are he, she, is, was, the and
so on.
Unlike in other programs described by Singleton, Supalla, Litchfield and Schley (1998),
Auslan (or ASL in North America) is not ever replaced in the school by English-based
signing. Neither is English-based signing used alongside Auslan. Whether this will
continue to be the case long term depends on what the research in bilingual education
for the deaf reveals. As pointed out already, the school staff are using "signing in
English word order" but with Auslan signs to explain certain structures and meanings in
the English language.
A variety of approaches to teaching different genres in English have been trailed within
the school. In the high school one teacher was responsible for all the English teaching in
the first years of the program, although this situation has now changed. In trying
different approaches one teacher of Grade 6 chose a novel study as part of the literature
program. I was invited to the class to observe the lesson. Students were required to read
a chapter of the novel at home and come to school prepared to share any vocabulary that
had caused them difficulty. The first part of one of these novel study classes was
devoted to students retelling the chapter in Auslan. Various class members contributed,
until a complete picture of the events of that chapter was revealed. The difficult
vocabulary was then listed and written up on a display board in the classroom that
relates to the novel study. Students then were given the task of using a dictionary and
thesaurus to find synonyms for the words. Students appeared to delight in providing the
teacher with unusual or different words as synonyms. This lesson I observed was not
dissimilar to the approach described in the Star Schools Project with the exception that
more student interaction and responses are required.
Students in the same group were engaged in a unit where they studied poetry as well as
fables. As a stimulus, students read poems written by Deaf authors and viewed signed
poems on video performed by Deaf people. In the initial task, the teacher asked students
to translate English poems into Auslan. The next task for students was to perform/write
their own poems. They were expected to produce an Auslan as well as a written English
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version. In the discussion surrounding these activities, students looked at the different
ways deaf and hearing people approach poetry and the elements that are valued by each
group. A group of visitors to the school, including a Deaf parent, commented on this use
of video to approach poetry. The Deaf parent was entranced and made repeated
reference to what she had seen after leaving the classroom. She remarked that she had
never been taught using the approach she had seen and said that these students were
much luckier in their education than she had been.

In exposing students to examples of different genres one teacher decided to study fables
with her class. One of the tasks was for students to write their own fable. In writing
fables students were first familiarised with some well-known fables. They were then in
pairs required to write their own, which were in due course performed for the whole
school. Each fable was performed in Auslan as well as having a written English version.
Each fable was required to have a moral. When I questioned students as to the purpose
of a moral, they were able to clearly explain and to give examples that they had applied
from their own fables. In this case students were required to think about a variety of
tasks. They needed to understand the concept of a fable and a moral. All of this implies
a high level of metacognitive skill to be able to receive and understand the information
in Auslan and then in turn produce an English version that met the criteria of a fable.
In yet another example of an approach to a genre, another teacher developed a unit on

myths and legends. As part of the exercise, students had to present a myth or legend to a
younger group of students. In developing their presentation students were asked to use a
rating sheet developed by the teacher. The rating sheet asked students to watch for
certain aspects of Auslan in the presentation. Students had to check that the presentation
had a title, that characters had a name, either signed or fingerspelt, and that the Auslan
used incorporated positioning. The myth was required to have a clear moral or lesson
and facial expression must have been used to enhance the presentation. On the basis of
suggestions from other teachers, students were also expected to make the language level
appropriate to the age and ability level of the audience.
A visitor to the school who is a qualified interpreter and works for the Deaf Society of
NSW was amused that students were working with fables and this kind of genre. He
commented that his parents who are Deaf would probably have never heard of fables.
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From this perspective the students are experiencing exposure to curriculum areas that in
the past may have been considered too difficult or not relevant for deaf students to
study. The focus of the school has been to follow the syllabus set by the Board of
Studies in New South Wales. The example of the fables illustrates how teachers grapple
with the issues of genres that do not yet have developed parallels in Auslan.
Teachers also use everyday occurrences to raise awareness of language differences and
issues. O'Grady (1998) reported that when a child in a class put the lip pattern "shit" to
a sign socially inappropriately, the teacher was able to use this as an opportunity to talk
about register. The teacher said that she explained the use of the sign plus the lip pattern
"shit" to the child as being not really appropriate for the classroom situation. The
teacher explained that while you might sign something like that and use that lip pattern
at home, that in the more formal classroom situation it would be more appropriate to
accompany the sign with a lip pattern such as "hopeless." Alternatively the teacher said
that the student could just use the sign and keep his mouth closed. By using the lip
pattern "shit" the student was constraining his sign to an English meaning which may
not have been intended or could be misconstrued in that situation. By discussing these
alternatives the teacher was able to make the student aware that meaning is often
constructed contextually by whom you are talking to, where you are and what you are
talking about.
O'Grady's observation of the interaction of Auslan and English demonstrates the
interplay of the two languages. As it has evolved, it is evident that some aspects of
English will impact on Auslan. The same issue has been referred to by Kunze (1992),
who claims that many English-like features have been included in ASL. This claim is
confirmed by Johnston (1996), who describes the many English-like features of Auslan.
Examples of this are fingerspelling, mouthing of words while signing in Auslan and
certain phrases and idiomatic expressions that have been adopted. According to Kunze
the more competent a deaf child is in ASL, the more English-comparable elements he
has in his bilingual-bicultural repertoire that will be called into play when the child is
exposed to English-in-print. We need to learn more about how ASL competent children
acquire English-in-print, what characteristics of ASL serve as a natural bridge to the
development of a second language and we need to also identify other factors that
contribute to English acquisition.
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ESL strategies
Teachers in the school were continually required to reflect on their teaching practice.
This was done on a collegial level and at monthly bilingual meetings where teachers
met to discuss their teaching. Within the school, staff generally agreed that a bilingual
approach was most appropriate to the primary school. However, they saw the need for a
shift towards an ESL model as students moved through the grades. Some teachers were
of the opinion that it should be possible to teach students to codeswitch between Auslan
and English from Kindergarten. Others were of the opinion that English should be used
exclusively in some subject areas from Grade 2 onwards. Other teachers supported this
but at an older grade level. It was pointed out by one teacher that technology such as email, faxes and Internet chat programs could all be used to support English only classes
at younger ages. These issues arose and were discussed in the school in relation to the
perceived achievement or lack of it in students' language acquisition. In an attempt to
find better methods of exposing students to English and increase their facility with
English, staff in the school conducted many discussions about the most effective
pedagogy to enable this to happen. The school invited ESL consultants from the
Association of Independent Schools to visit the school and provide input into the
school's language policy. These visits confirmed to teachers that their approaches were
comparable to best practice elsewhere, albeit in settings with hearing students. At the
end of 2002 when my research into the school ceased the staff were at the point where
further investigation of ESL methodologies were being considered. Teachers were of
the opinion that they needed specific training in ESL methodology as none of them had
this background in their training. Whether this is pursued will be determined by the new
administration of the school.
At the school some staff held the belief that by the time they entered high school,
students should be able to work in an ESL model. At a Staff Development Day in 2000,
one high school teacher expressed concern that unless more ESL strategies are
implemented in the younger grades, students may not have well enough developed
English skills to access much of the content, resources and information that are
presented in English. Some teachers felt that the bilingual program should always run
parallel so that students have access to clarification and explanation at all times.
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Technology in the school
The very visual nature of sign languages and the way they are used has meant that the
advent of video has given the Deaf Community the opportunity to capture its language
in a medium more appropriate to deaf persons than attempted methods of describing
sign through pictures and written descriptions.
At Thomas Pattison School a variety of technologies have been tried to see how they
complement or enhance the teaching of Auslan and English. Following are several
examples of how video is used. One teacher of a group of Grade 7 students (some of
whom joined the program at a later age) has used Auslan on video to teach English and
make comparisons of the languages. Videos of Deaf people telling stories and even the
students on video themselves are used in teaching. In one example, students were given
a series of stimulus pictures that show in cartoon form a couple of characters and a
sequence of events. The students then each told one frame of the cartoon using Auslan.
This was recorded on video and watched by the group who commented on each other's
efforts. Students and teachers (including the Deaf teachers aide) critique the students'
Auslan and looked at ways that the signs could have been better represented. Excellent
attempts were praised as examples of good communication. Comparisons with English
were then drawn. For example, "positioning" in Auslan is a feature that operates quite
differently to English. In Auslan, position is indicated by pointing to a space.
Thereafter, the person or thing in that pos_ition is referred to again by pointing to the
previously designated place. In English, however, position has to be indicated using
phrases and words that show the persons place; for example, the man standing over
there.
In similar ways the differences between Auslan and English were pointed out in the use

of personal pronouns. In Auslan there are no signs for he, she and so on. The person' s
sex is indicated by the sign man, woman, girl, boy or a name; and they are positioned by
pointing. From that time on in the conversation, the person is indicated by pointing to
the position; and we recall that was the girl being referred to in the conversation. In
activities like this one, these distinctions between Auslan and English are drawn to the
students' attention because an understanding of the English is crucial if their written
work is to reflect correct usage and make sense to the reader. In a follow-up activity to
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the Auslan video, students were required to generate a written English text to describe
in written form their Auslan narrative.

The teacher had a follow up activity to the video on positioning where "Role
shift" or turn taking in a conversation is another dimension of interaction that is
explored. In one lesson I observed the teacher and the Deaf teachers aide
demonstrated a conversation between a child and a parent. In the role-play, the
parent was reading the newspaper and the child was interrupting to ask for
different items. The two adults demonstrated the body language and stance of
the parent and child; this was accompanied by Auslan signs. The teacher then
by herself played both the role of the parent and the child. The teacher
demonstrated the change in body position and level of eye gaze from parent to
child. Students watched both role-plays.
The students then had the opportunity to act out their own version of the role-play with
specific attention to the role shift between the parent and the child. The students' taped
version was then played back. The whole class then commented on whether the signing
had been clear and understandable. Students were given the opportunity to be re-filmed
if they wished to improve their attempts. No grades or assessments were attached to this
activity. It was presented as a fun activity and students were genuinely amused watching
themselves and others on video. A follow-up activity gave students the opportunity to
draw a cartoon sequence of the role-play and produce speech bubbles of the dialogue
between the parent and child. In this activity the teacher focussed on the written English
and helped students select the vocabulary to describe what they want to say.
In a further extension of the activity the teacher introduced students to the way speech is
presented in written English. The aim was to take students from the use of speech
bubbles in a cartoon context to the use of inverted commas in written text and
understand that these punctuation marks represent a shift in role or person speaking.
Another use of video within the school,l which is still in the early stages of
investigation, has been to check the level of student understanding· and ability to retell
signed narratives by capturing them on video. If one is discussing literacy in terms of
ability in Auslan (or any sign language), the ability to read back signing and
fingerspelling is a skill linked with such literacy. The initial findings of student ability
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to read back and retell a narrative has indicated a wide range in student comprehension
ability. Responses have varied from one student being able to recall a story in detail
about three cats including the spelling of their names to another student who had not
even comprehended that the story was about cats. This wide range in the response has
indicated the need for further research in this particular area. It has been accepted as a
given that deaf students will comprehend more of the message when it is signed than
when it is written or spoken. While this result taken in isolation cannot be generalised, it
shows the need to question the notion that what is signed is understood, as some
students clearly had difficulty with this task. It should also be acknowledged that the
task was an artificial one, in that, with a taped narrative, students were not able to stop
the communication to ask questions for clarification; neither was the signer able to
question the receiver, if it appeared they were not comprehending, as one would be able
to do in a face-to-face communication.
This practice of testing students' comprehension of sign through use of video is similar
to the instructional method suggested by Neuroth-Gimbrone and Logiodice (1992).
They describe a program where adolescent Deaf students first produced ASL narratives
on video then produced English glosses to approximate the meaning of their signs. As a
result students were better able to compare ASL and English and discuss particular
translations. At the end of their three-year study Neuroth-Gimbrone and Logiodice
claim that their students' writing had significantly improved and that the glossing
played a crucial role in helping the deaf · students link ASL with literacy based
competencies in English. Ultimately the desired goal for students at the Thomas
Pattison School is that they deal directly with English print through reading and through
their own generation of print rather than relying on the use of the Auslan video. At the
present time the medium of video is proving a valuable tool, particularly for students
whose entry into the program is late and whose Auslan skills are poorly developed.
A similar approach was used in a number of settings in the United States. For instance,
Andrews, Winograd and De Ville (1996) presented 11 and 12-year-old deaf children
with ASL summaries of fables before they were shown the printed English text. These
authors found that the ASL pre-reading lessons enhanced the students' comprehension
of the printed English text.
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An Auslan video project planned by the school commenced in 2002. This project
focussed on the translation of children's classics into Auslan. This project provided a
much needed resource for parents and teachers. The videos parallelled each book, and
signs in Auslan corresponded to the English story line. Parents were able to read and
sign the book at home with their child and thus increase their sign vocabulary as well as
their interaction with their child. The videos were signed by native signers; and the
project managed by Trevor Johnston, the editor of the Auslan Dictionary and the
foremost authority on the Auslan language.
Students at the Thomas Pattison School are now also able to access the Auslan
dictionary on CD-ROM allowing a new approach to address issues about bilingual
Auslan and English instruction. Although only at the single word/sign level, the CDRom does make it possible to present sign material and written text in juxtaposition, a
possibility previously not available in real life. However, the CD-Rom does not appear
to be user friendly for children and presupposes a degree of sophistication in computer
use. The release of a children's CD in 2002 which was much more 'user friendly'
enabled much easier access to a variety of signs grouped in phrases and sentences which
enhance real communication opportunities.

Real time captioning
The term "Real Time Captioning" is used to mean the production of English captions
appearing on a computer or television screen simultaneously to the Auslan signed
version being seen by students as the teacher delivers the lesson. Captions are produced
using voice recognition software that converts voice to text, which appears on a large
screen beside the teacher who signs using Auslan.
It has been discussed and proposed that in the High School section of Thomas Pattison

School real time captioning be introduced in the classroom so that students are able to
have access to English in print form. The real time captioning can be provided either on
individual laptop computers for students or on a larger screen. Students are able to shift
their attention from the signing teacher to the real time text. In this way students are
given the choice of both languages. The introduction of real time text was also intended
to provide extra impetus and access to the learning of English.
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The Real-time Captioning project commenced in August 1999. A person with
accredited interpreter qualifications as well as good computer skills was employed.
Dragon Naturally Speaking voice recognition software was selected and a computer
purchased to run the software. The project received initial funding from a benefactor of
the Institute. Ongoing funding will be provided by the Institute. The project encountered
some specific problems with both the computer hardware and the software. Early
technical problems led to many frustrations for the person operating the technology.
This in turn led to limitations on the actual delivery of the captioning to students. New
software was trailed in 2000 and became the preferred software that was used and has
continued to be used as it was more accurate and preferred by the captioner herself.
The method of operation of the captioner is to sit in the classroom with the computer
and voice over the Auslan signing of the teacher. The computer then produces in
English, the text of the lesson conducted in Auslan. Initially the accuracy of the text
produced varied. The software requires training to the voice of the operator and further
training to recognise unusual vocabulary, which has to be entered into the memory. The
software produced an audio file for the operator to check the text against in editing the
final product. However, if the computer was turned off the audio file was lost and not
retained in the memory. This was seen by the operator as a major flaw in the software.
She could not turn off the computer and take it to another room to edit her work,
because the audio file would be lost; and there would be no way to check the text
against what was said in the lesson. This problem was overcome by the manufacture of
a newer version of the software. The use of the voice-activated software at Thomas
Pattison is unique in that it is being used to provide live text. In other settings, this
software is used by professionals, such as lawyers, for the purpose of dictating texts.
The captioner claimed that the accuracy of the software was much higher when she
merely read to it from a text. The level of error increased when the software was
required to respond to more spontaneous situations. The person who is the captioner is
an articulate user of the English language and the texts she produces are an excellent
translation of the teacher's Auslan. However, the texts created by her are more
sophisticated than the reading ability of the students. It has been recognised as part of
the early process in trialing this technology that new protocols for working with it will
be developed in similar ways that protocols have been developed when one works with
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a sign language interpreter. It appears that there are only a few other educational
settings where this technology is used with Deaf students. These appear to be mainly in
tertiary education settings. Recent testing of another kind of voice recognition software
has resulted in more rapid training of the software, a higher degree of accuracy in
Producincr0 text ' and an overcomincr0 of some of the problems associated with the earlier
type of software.
Students exposed to captions were tested for reading ages as well as having samples of
their free writing collected. It is hoped that in time there may be a demonstrable
improvement in the reading ages and output by students in terms of the language they
use.
In 2002 C-Print, another method of providing captions in the classroom was introduced
to support students in the mainstream class. This technology does not use voice
recognition software but has been developed by the National Technical Institute for the
Deaf in Rochesterin the United States for use with Deaf students. C-Print relies on the
operator developing a personal dictionary of phrases that are stored in the memory of
the program and can be utilised to create text at a speed approaching real time.
Another dimension of technology, which is impacting on deaf students in a way that
was never possible in past generations, is access to electronic media and the Web. Most
of the high school students at Thomas Pattison are already regular and able users of
email and chat sessions on the Internet in the school context. Their ability to use the
Internet has developed to the point that their use has to be monitored in the way that any
high school does. Communication with other deaf students in schools in Australia and
around the world occurs. A number of students have Internet access at home and have
their own network of contacts. The impact and implications of this technology for the
development of a new kind of deaf identity, which is beyond disability and minority
identification, is explored in the concluding chapter.
One classroom in the school has been set up with connected laptop computers to allow
for real-time chat to take place between students and teachers. This was introduced to
prevent the unwelcome interruptions found to be commonplace when chat sessions were
conducted over the Internet.
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Strategies used by deaf readers
Mayer ( 1999) has continued to explore ideas relating to the acquisition of literacy in
English by signing deaf students. In a recent paper she describes strategies used by Deaf
writers when composing English texts. One deaf writer consistently "mouthed" the
words as he wrote. He said that doing this helped him to know the words. Another
writer tapped each word with her pencil as well as mouthing the words. She explained
that this helped her with her English word order, which she knew to be different from
ASL. Both writers also used their recollection of grammatical rules to assist their
writing. These rules had been specifically taught to the students. Mayer (1999) contends
that both students had developed a clear awareness that they must convert their ideas
that may be generated in ASL in to English words in order for them to be written down.

In her paper Mayer concludes that the evidence from the strategies used by these two
writers indicates that they used much more than what they have learned through reading
and writing to help them in the composition of an English text. Mayer further suggests
that direct instruction (learning grammatical rules) and phonologically based coding and
reading were significant for these students in their approach to writing. Fingerspelling
also played an important role in the development of writing for these students.
A recent review of the literature on reading and deafness by Musselman (2000)
extensively discusses the role of phonological processing by Deaf readers. A limiting
factor is that much of the research in the area has been conducted with adolescents and
college students. Musselman suggests that phonological encoding may be an outcome of
learning to read rather than a prerequisite. In exploring the literature Musselman
suggests that some successful Deaf readers use other encoding strategies to access text.
She suggests that orthography also has a role in reading but this may be less effective as
a strategy than phonological encoding. Musselman (2000) refers to the work of Kelly
(1996)

examining the

relationship

between

vocabulary,

syntax

and

reading

comprehension. A specific relationship between understanding the rules of syntax and
reading comprehension in Deaf students has led to the view of staff at the school that
the teaching of specific syntactic structures should be an additional focus of the school's
program.
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Musselman's review indicates that poor deaf readers do not draw inferences from text
but that good readers are able to do so in a similar way to hearing readers. With this in
mind Thomas Pattison will also investigate an inferential reading program developed by
an Australian educator of the Deaf to support the literacy program (Walker 2000). It
became apparent early in the school's program that students tended to read word for
word and looked for a specific word for word meaning to comprehend text. Students
interpreted text at a literal level. By resorting to this strategy students never developed
the more sophisticated approach to reading in imparting inference to what they read.
This is described below in more detail in the whole school literacy approach.

Teaching speech and the role of phonological awareness
Early criticism of the sign bilingual program at Thomas Pattison School by other
educators questioned how the program would approach the issue of teaching speech.
In their discussion of the shortcomings of bilingual programs for the deaf, Mayer and
Wells ( 1996) have argued that there is no sound to speech correspondence between a
sign language and a written/spoken language. More recently, Mayer (1997) has
recognised that deaf children proficient in reading 'mouth' the words with or without
speaking. Similarly Mayer has recognised that deaf children quite deliberately 'think in
English' in order to write. In keeping with this it has been suggested that proficient Deaf
readers do have phonologically based strategies to help them read. Johnson (1994)
argues that English phonology is used by Deaf people in the form of mouth movements.
These have no relation to speech reading; but are the English-like mouthings produced
by Deaf people as they sign. The role of phonological awareness in facilitating literacy
in Deaf students may provide a useful bridge that creates the link between inner speech
and written language.
The role of speech in bilingual programs continues to be an issue for these. In 1998,
several bilingual meetings were held across departments at the Royal Institute for Deaf
and Blind Children with representatives from the Pre-School, Thomas Pattison School,
Renwick College (teacher training arm of the Institute) and the Homestart (Early
Childhood) program to discuss the issue of Speech programs in bilingual-bicultural
settings. Present were the Chief Executive, who has taken a particular interest in the
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subject of speech in bilingual programs, myself as Principal of Thomas Pattison School,
the Director of the Pre-School (a Deaf person) and the Head of Pre-School services, as
well as teachers and Deaf people who work as aides in the program. The speech
therapist from Thomas Pattison and the Pre-school program made contact with the
speech therapist from The Learning Centre in Framingham, Massachusetts and a paper
received from The Learning Centre became the topic for discussion at this meeting. All
parties were in agreement that there was a place for a speech program. However, the
actual implementation of such a program was seen as problematic. What was regarded
as the mistakes of the past were to be avoided at all costs. This was the view expressed
by Deaf adults present who had memories of negative experiences with drilled speech
lessons that were unpleasant. The feeling of people present at the meeting was that the
tightly timetabled withdrawal style of lesson with sounds practised in isolation and not
related to meaningful communication was undesirable. Instead the consensus of those
attending these meetings was that speech needed to be taught in context and in a 'fun'
way so that students were not made to feel as if they had failed if they were not showing
an aptitude for speech. Speech should be taught in the context of a broader
communication program where alternatives such as writing, pointing, gesturing and the
like were seen as other ways of getting the message across.
The new speech pathologist appointed in 1999 developed programs in conjunction with
the teachers that were implemented in the classroom rather than through withdrawing
students. Both Deaf and hearing students were included in the programs even though it
was usually the Deaf students that were specifically targeted. However, some CODA
children have shown the need for speech programs. Coming as they do from an all Deaf
environment at home, they sometimes exhibited delayed patterns of speech.
Speech/communication sessions were conducted in classes of younger students in nonthreatening game type situations where students were allowed to sign to clarify
communication so that speech was not made to be a matter of success or failure.
Anecdotal comments from class teachers referred to the initial successes of the speech
program. The Kindergarten teacher reported that Deaf children in her class were able to
use lip patterns to distinguish words that had similar initial sounds and to make
connections with the written word. Examples were that after some speech sessions
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students used lip patterns to distinguish and select the words "four and five" on flash
cards.
A series of meetings held between personnel in the pre-school bilingual program and
Thomas Pattison staff formulated a number protocols surrounding the teaching of
speech to Deaf children in the program. To avoid the unpleasant associations some deaf
people had with speech training in the past, the following conditions were agreed upon
as appropriate approaches to the teaching of speech.

•

Children are motivated to be involved in activities that involve a form of spoken
language; the activities are fun and appropriate to the children's development
and abilities.

•

Auslan is used to support the development of the spoken language strategies; for
example, gradual withdrawal of sign as the children's competence improves
during these activities. It is acknowledged that the children's first language will
continue to be Auslan and that the spoken language will not take over from this,
but will supplement their communication and literacy development.

•

An awareness of the different ways in which communication can occur 1s
encouraged. This cognitive awareness may lead to the development of individual
strategies to aid in communicative competence in different communicative
situations, and an awareness of the different rules that apply to written English.

With these conditions in view the development of individual programs is essential as the
form of spoken language strategies that are targeted for each child is dependent on each
child's specific skills, potential abilities and experiences. Forms of spoken language
may involve:

•

Awareness of the function of voice; e.g., to get a hearing person's attention

•

Awareness of lip patterns

•

Awareness of syllabic information (auditory or visual or tactile)

•

Development of visual and/or auditory memory skills

•

Awareness of lip patterns associated with phonics
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•

Attempts at word approximations (if appropriate)

•

Encourage lip-reading skills with other cues

(Annual Speech Pathologist Report: Thomas Pattison School 2000)
The role of speech within the program continues to be under discussion. Many Deaf
staff and certainly hearing staff feel that students should have opportunities to improve
their speech and learn how to use speech for various purposes to suit their various
communication needs. One teacher commented, "We need to be providing speech
opportunities if we are to be a truly bilingual program" (Thomas Pattison teacher 2001).

Student performance in State Basic Skills Test
While standardised tests have not been used to determine students' progress in reading
and mathematics, students in Grade 3 and Grade 5 have undertaken the Basic Skills Test
in English and mathematics that is used as a broad literacy and numeracy measure
across Government schools in New South Wales. Independent schools may participate
in these tests of their own volition. To the year 2000, only three groups of students at
The Thomas Pattison School have sat both Grade 3 and Grade 5 tests. The results of
these tests are reported in an exhaustive way with each student's performance being
presented in an individualised report, which itemises their test scores. Students'
strengths and weaknesses were pinpointed as a guide to future teaching. The Grade 5
students in 1998 also sat for the Basic Skills Test in 1996 when they were in Grade 3.
The Grade 3 group, in 1998, were also tested. In 2000 and 2001 individual students
were selected to do either the literacy or numeracy component of the Basic Skills Test
based on their reading abilities. Only two students completed both aspects of the test in
2001. The results of these tests were awaited by teachers with a great deal of
anticipation. Some students who were tested in Grade 5 were not attending the school
when in Grade 3 so their results were not taken into account in terms of the effect of the
bilingual-bicultural program.
The students' results for the 1998 test were disappointing from the perspective of
providing support for the efficacy of a sign bilingual program as students did not
demonstrate the expected growth in either literacy or numeracy. The tasks on which

267

students were measured increased in sophistication from 1996 to 1998 in keeping with
the expected academic growth of students. Some students had made gains over the twoyear period. These gains were small, however, and one student remained static in his
overall performance in relation to hearing peers.
The results for the Year 5 students in 2000 were much more promising. Students
demonstrated an overall improvement in their literacy and numeracy scores and this
improvement was at a greater rate than the average for students across the state. This
result was encouraging. However, these students still do not have English literacy skills
that are equal to their hearing peers but their skills are still improving. In 2001 the Basic
Skills Tests results were encouraging but only two students were seen as having
sufficient skills to sit the test. Both these students (one CODA and one Deaf) achieved
excellent results but could not be considered typical of the student body of the school.
Information on the performance of deaf students across the state is not available for
comparison, as the test does not distinguish students across language background or
cultural background in any way. Results for Deaf students in other schools could only
be ascertained by contacting schools and units within schools where there were deaf
students As the Thomas Pattison School is not part of the state education system we had
no access to this information for the purpose of a meaningful comparison.
Considerable debate within the school surrounded these outcomes. Teachers felt that
other measures of student outcomes rather than the Basic Skills Test should be
considered. Staff claimed that the Basic Skills Test discriminated against students due to
their ESL status in relation to the language of the test. Still others thought that
ultimately the school needed to allow students to sit these tests as a true measure of
students against their hearing peers. Most teachers agreed that students were particularly
lacking in the skills needed to approach a test of this kind.
The generally disappointing results achieved by students in these state-wide tests led the
staff at the school level to reflect on the reasons behind these outcomes. Staff agreed
that students had not previously been exposed to test situations as testing of that nature
had not been a feature of the school program. It was proposed that students needed
practice in taking tests in order to maximise their opportunities in future tests. Students
were seen as not having strategies in place to skim read tests and manage their time in
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relation to responding to the different sections of the test. Students' lack of test
experience and their consequent failure to see the test situation as something to be taken
seriously and to be motivated to perform well were also seen as causes of poor test
performance. It is my personal view, with the benefit now of seeing the development of
the school over a number of years, that the students had not yet developed English as an
L2 to the point where they were able to sit these tests meaningfully. The reading scores
of students in the school showed the greatest gain in reading ages in students in upper
primary and the early years of high school. This suggests that students may begin to
experience more success with English after greater exposure through the sign bilingual
program.
While the program was predicated on the achievement of outcomes such as self esteem
and identity as a Deaf person that go beyond academic achievement, if it is also to
provide students with a means of participating actively in the hearing community as
workers and citizens then literacy and numeracy become very important. In addition
there was an expectation by many of the stakeholders that the program would address
many of the inequalities of the past and that empirically based improved outcomes for
Deaf children were expected of the program by its supporters and benefactors. As the
school is accountable for the students' outcomes, further information was required to
explain the poor literacy and numeracy outcomes when expectations had been so high.
Following the disappointing results in state-wide tests, the school psychologist
undertook some IQ testing of the students. Up to this time it had not been policy to use
standardised tests on students as it was felt that these tests discriminated against the
linguistic and cultural background of students. Recent information on the student
population at Thomas Pattison has shown that the population is not representative of the
whole spectrum of Deaf children. Testing using the Snijders-Oomen Non-Verbal
Intelligence Test (Snijders, Snijders-Oomen, Laros, Huijen & Tellegen) revealed that a
large number of students had additional learning difficulties. The number of students in
the school with these additional difficulties would appear to be larger than expected
when compared to their occurrence in Deaf populations. The acceptance of late entry
students into the program from other programs where they have experienced
educational failure has already been referred to earlier in this chapter. The result is that
the school has accepted many students, who for one reason or another present with
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significant learning difficulties. The chance of these students becoming bilingual is
significantly constrained by their late entry into the program (Singleton et al 1999,
Morford and Mayberry 2000).
This conclusion is supported by research conducted by Singleton and her colleagues
who evaluated three different discourse situations in a study of American Sign
Language proficiency (Singleton et al 1998). The findings indicate that deaf children are
more likely to become native-like ASL users if they are exposed to ASL in the
classroom before age six. Singleton and her colleagues add the qualifier that ASL
proficient students are not native-like in their acquisition and use of English and that
specific intervention is required to facilitate the transition from ASL to written English.
Some of the students who joined Thomas Pattison School at a later age, rather than from
the pre-school, displayed difficulty across a number of areas. It may be that these
students have a communicative disorder or it may be due to the incomplete linguistic
input they have had in their previous school setting, poor signing input at home or a
combination of all these factors. Many of the students who came to the school did not
have native competence in any language. Therefore, to build the students' second
language by using their first dominant language was not possible with them as they had
not developed the background knowledge and metalinguistic skills in the Ll to be able
to transfer them to the L2. With this in mind it is possible that students joining the
Thomas Pattison School's bilingual program at a later age may never acquire the Auslan
skills necessary to then make a transition to print and written English.

A school-wide literacy approach
Because of the results of both the Basic Skills Test and the IQ testing and as a result of
lengthy discussion, it was decided to put in place a whole school Literacy Plan. This
included the appointment of a literacy teacher who was to develop a literacy plan in
conjunction with the whole staff. The literacy plan was to include the following
strategies:

•

Teacher planning and programming will reflect an outcomes-based approach
where teachers teach to the known weaknesses of students as shown by the
Basic Skills Tests
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•

Outcomes targets as described by the Board of Studies curriculum areas to be
planned for each teaching/learning unit

•

Study skills strategies to be taught to students to enable them to have better
individual skills to do independent study

•

Regular student language and mathematics samples to be collected to form the
basis of teacher analysis of the students' areas of need and to form the basis of
future teaching programs

•

A concerted effort to be made to · involve parents m the superv1s10n and
completion of homework

•

A whole school approach to language instruction and reading.

•

Ongoing testing of students' reading and implementation of specific teaching of
syntax and grammar.

The literacy teacher, in cooperation with all the staff, commenced the development and
implementation of a whole school literacy approach to language instruction, which was
to be ongoing and reviewed year by year. One focus of this approach is a bilingual
approach to reading. Two identifiable patterns of reading behaviour have been observed
in the Deaf students at Thomas Pattison School. One was characterised by students
reading and analysing individual words and the other by students reading more broadly
to seek meaning. Word-by-word reading has a place in reading development and is a
part of the process. The challenge was how to move students on from having a total
emphasis on individual word analysis to obtaining meaning from phrases, sentences and
whole texts.
When students read word by word they were usually insistent that there be an exact
match between each word and a sign (or a fingerspelled word). However, if the student
insisted on a one-to-one word/sign correspondence the meaning was lost. Also, as
attempts to decode each word continued, the pace of reading slowed. With the
accompanying lack of fluency, comprehension of the text was not clear and retelling
became difficult. So the particular focus of the reading program was on extending
students beyond word-by-word reliance to reading whole phrases and sentences for
meaning and not attempting to match word for sign but meaning for meaning.
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Another focus of the literacy program was a school wide spelling approach, where
words were selected from the content of texts studied in class and also from the list of
most frequently used words. This was based on the belief that knowledge of these words
would give students greater access to literacy, as they will encounter these words
repeatedly in all material they read. The literacy teacher made observations in
classrooms and questioned teachers about their approaches to reading and writing.
These observations formed the basis of a description from which a whole school
approach was negotiated.
Strategies that the literacy teacher used incorporated an Auslan to English approach
with emphasis on students' learning to read for meaning (top down approach) as well as
word attack strategies to enable the decoding of new words in reading, writing and
spelling (bottom up approach).
Testing students using the Test of Syntactic Abilities (TSA) convinced staff that there
was a need for specific teaching of the syntax of English as there were no parallels or
"bridges" between Auslan and English across a number of grammatical forms. For
example, as discussed earlier, the pronouns "he, she, it" are not used as discrete signs in
Auslan but are used by pointing and locating the subject in time and space. Therefore,
pronouns and their gender in English have to be specifically taught as they have no
Auslan counterpart. The notion of structured teaching of syntax is supported by
Musselman (2000).
As a result of exposure to successful Deaf adult readers and research findings
(Musselman 2000), the staff became convinced of the role of some kind of phonological
processing in Deaf students learning to read. This is different to traditional sound-letter
correspondence but appears linked to fingerspelling and the recognition of visual word
patterns. The school's speech pathologist and audiologist worked closely with the
literacy teacher to attempt to reach a clearer description of this process in Deaf readers
and encourage its development as a strategy.
Another strategy targeted under the whole school approach was the development of
specific text vocabulary for students to approach any given reading task. Rather than
giving generalised vocabulary instruction in an attempt to address vocabulary
knowledge, vocabulary was taught in the specific context of the particular vocabulary
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embedded in the text with which the student was engaged. This approach avoided
asking students the meanings of single words and to demonstrate their meaning by using
them in isolated sentences. The literacy teacher also targeted parents and attempted to
have parents support the school reading program by explaining ways in which they
could read with their children in a fun and non-threatening manner, while achieving
positive attitudes towards reading.
One of the tasks of the literacy teacher was to test all students' reading ability using the
Woodcock Test of Reading Mastery. This was done over a two-year period using
different versions of the test. Results showed significant improvements among students,
especially in their reading comprehension. These gains were greatest among the upper
primary and high school students. While students' reading ability could not be described
as equal to hearing peers, some students have gained up to two years in reading
comprehension in a twelve-month period. Teachers at the school believe that these
results were being seen among the older students who had longer exposure to the sign
bilingual program because these students have had more time to acquire first language
proficiency. The reading score results for some of the younger students in the program,
who have had the benefit of exposure to Auslan in the pre-school environment as well
as good signing in the home, will be watched with interest. Some of them are already
functioning at much higher levels than the later entry students.
Previously mentioned, the next phase of the literacy program, which commenced in
2002, was an Auslan video project, which involved taking quality children's literature
and translating it into Auslan. An Auslan version of classic children's stories such as
The Three Little Pigs are now available to parents and teachers to use alongside the
English print version. It is expected that this will have its main impact on the families of
younger children and it is this early learning stage, including the sign bilingual preschool, that is being specifically targeted in keeping with the view that early exposure to
good quality sign is essential. It will also have the effect of exposing Deaf children and
their families (many of whom are from non- English speaking backgrounds) to many of
the aspects of hearing culture that are transmitted through literature and to which Deaf
children do not have ready access. A native signer was employed to coordinate the
project, including the selection and translation of texts in conjunction with the teachers
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and parents. A second phase of the project will address specific vocabulary needs of
subject specialists in the high school.

In this chapter, I have demonstrated how some of the challenges for sign bilingual
programs have been addressed at Thomas Pattison and continue to be the subject of
discussion and negotiation. Issues such as the place of speech in sign bilingual programs
continue to be raised by hearing parents who place value on speech. However, the issue
continues to be a sensitive one with Deaf staff members. Other challenges, which have
arisen for the school in terms of the literacy needs of the students and how the school is
attempting to come to terms with the interplay of two languages, have been discussed.
Chapter Nine, the final chapter of the thesis, examines and evaluates the extent to which
the principles or tenets described as essential to the realisation of a successful sign
bilingual program in the literature and by sign bilingual programs around the world are
being implemented at the Thomas Pattison School. The challenges of and obstacles to
implementing these principles are also examined in the final chapter.

274

Chapter Nine: Evaluating the outcomes
This thesis is underpinned by the assumption that the Deaf Community has a legitimate
claim to its status as a linguistic minority. This claim represents a challenge to many
sections of the educational community involved with Deaf education. It is particularly
controversial when compared with the often-held view in Deaf Education that deafness
is a disability to be treated with remedial education. The motivation for researching the
Thomas Pattison School came from dissatisfaction with institutional structures and
cultural practices that described Deaf people as subjects with remedial educational
needs. A new and evolving school provided opportunities to examine an educational
context, which was designed to challenge and derail pervading images of deafness that
had been constructed as educational truths.
To present the Deaf as a minority language community challenges many of these
assumptions that treat deafness as deficit. From this perspective the question is not
simply what constitutes a technically effective academic curriculum but what constitutes
a culturally inclusive education for the Deaf. The generally accepted term for this type
of culturally inclusive education has been referred to in the literature as bilingualbicultural education or sign bilingual education. The term "sign bilingual" has been
used more recently to distinguish bilingual-bicultural programs in Deaf education from
other programs, which are describing two spoken languages (Pickersgill and Gregory
1998).
Important in this emerging new identity, which is challenging the view of deafness as
disability, is a strong focus on the language and culture of the whole group. Educational
programs for the Deaf seeking to be culturally inclusive usually advocate the use of a
native or natural sign system and the inclusion of aspects of the life of the Deaf
community in the school and its curriculum. While a variety of sign bilingual programs
are in existence, there are different features and attributes in every program. Some of
these features are recurrent themes from program to program and have become the
defining features or principles of these programs.
This thesis has sought to achieve two purposes: First, to discover from the literature and
from current practice in the field what is considered by educators to be the principles
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defining a bilingual-bicultural educational program for Deaf students; and, secondly, to
examine whether these principles are reflected in the daily practices at the Thomas
Pattison School, and whether or not these practices empower and support the students'
need to participate with confidence in the hearing community.
This thesis also sets out to suggest alternative ways of thinking about the education of
Deaf students. The discourses that have described deafness in the past and continue to
be followed in much of present deaf education provide particular perspectives from
which to view deafness. Medico-pathological discourses have dominated descriptions of
deafness and the approach to the education of Deaf students. These discourses,
however, fail to describe the life and cultural experiences that Deaf people have daily
within their own community. They seek to "normalise" the experience of deafness by
aiming through education to negate the "disability" of deafness.
History attests to the general dissatisfaction of Deaf people with their education. This
has been supported through the literature and through interviews with Deaf people about
their educational experiences, as reported in the earlier chapters of this thesis. Programs
that are culturally inclusive to the degree that they embrace the first language of the
Deaf community as the language of instruction as well as specifically teaching about
aspects of Deaf culture have sought to address this educational dissatisfaction. In
addition, such programs have had the expectation of better educational outcomes based
on evidence that Deaf children with a signed first language have an advantage over Deaf
children who do not have a developed first language (either signed or spoken) wheri ·
learning English (Allen 1994; Bockmiller 1981; Davies 1991; Erting 1981; Hadadian et
al. 1997; Johnson 1989; Quigley 1984; Stewart 1992, 1988, 1982; Stokoe 1975;
Woodward & Allen 1987).
An analysis of the literature in the area of bilingual-bicultural education for the Deaf
suggests that certain principles are shared and seen as fundamental to the successful
implementation of such a program. However, each of these principles is complex and
multi-layered and creates a number of ongoing issues for day-to-day planning and
implementation within programs. These principles include:
•

Exposure to a native sign language from as early an age as possible (Pickersgill
1997; Pickersgil and Gregory 1998; Morford & Mayberry 2000)
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•

A native-like sign environment m the school and the home 1s essential
(Hadadian, Studnicky and Merbler 1997)

•

Recognition of a native sign language as a minority language and its use as the
language of instruction in the educational context across the curriculum (Ewoldt
1994; Gifford 1996; Svartholm 1993)

•

The learning of school content will occur through instruction in the sign
language of the Deaf Community and through literacy in the second language
(Gifford 1996; Johnson, Liddell and Erting 1989)

•

The systematic and separate use of two languages (Gifford 1996; Johnson,
Liddell and Erting 1989; Pickersgill 1997; Sign Talk Project, Winnipeg, no date)

•

Provision of a strong Ll (signing) environment will provide a pathway to
literacy in the L2 (Gifford 1996)

•

Positive promotion of Deaf culture with access to the Deaf Community and adult
Deaf role models within the educational model (Ewoldt 1994; Gifford 1996;
Pickersgill 1997)

•

Curriculum content for students should not be modified (Ewoldt 1994; Nover
and Andrews 2001).

Each of these principles has informed the design and development of the Thomas
Pattison program. However, the implementation of these principles within a real site
leads to the emergence of additional issues. One such issue unique to Thomas Pattison
was the decision to include hearing children in the program. This will be discussed later
in this chapter.

Auslan-the first language
Clearly the strongest and universally accepted component of sign bilingual programs
emerging from the literature and practices of bilingual programs is the need for a native
sign environment for the Deaf child (Hadadian, Studnicky & Merbler 1997). This
environment should encompass the home as well as the school. This would also appear
to be one of the most difficult criteria to meet. The extent to which the signing
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environment can be created in the school and the home is the key to providing one of
the most essential characteristics of bilingual programs. The following discussion will
show the extent to which this has been realised in the school and the home and where
the challenges to strengthen and create this environment still remain.

Auslan as the language of instruction
Bilingual-bicultural programs for the Deaf emphasize the importance of the delivery of
the curriculum in the preferred language of the Deaf student, namely a native sign
language. One criterion of a bilingual-bicultural program is the assumption that staff
will have high levels of skill in a native sign language. Given the newness of such
programs this poses a problem. As Pickersgill and Gregory (1998) describe for British
schools, it is often difficult to attract staff with the necessary range of experience and
qualifications. This has been the case at Thomas Pattison. While Auslan as the language
of instruction has been achieved in all classrooms, levels of staff proficiency vary
considerably, from excellent to poor.
Expectations of a high-level signing environment can be stressful for hearing staff. For
example, some hearing staff at the school have described how stressed they feel on a
daily basis having to function in the work place in their second language. They develop
ways of coping: using signs they know and feel comfortable with, limiting the range of
topics and ideas they can express. The differences in signing ability have also
influenced communication at staff meetings where signing is expected. For instance,· ·
some experienced hearing staff do not contribute to discussion and there have been
indications that quite often not all information shared at the meetings has been
understood by these staff members. On the other hand, most hearing staff have indicated
a strong commitment to improving signing skills. Some hearing staff prefer to sign for
themselves rather than use an interpreter when this would have saved time and
minimised their struggle with the language.
With the extension of the bilingual program at Thomas Pattison to high school the
emphasis on high quality signing is likely to increase. At the same time this issue has
become more complex because it is extremely difficult to find teachers across a range of
subject specialties, who can also sign. Two strategies have been employed to address
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the staffing needs in this area. The first has been to provide new staff with the
opportunity to acquire Auslan skills over a period of two years while teaching beside the
class teacher prior to taking up sole responsibility for teaching their subject. The second
has been to support the re-training of a signing pre-school teacher to teach in the high
school. Both of these have been very costly strategies. However, both measures have
been very successful in that a staff member with very specific skills has become
proficient in signing on the one hand and in the other case the staff member already
proficient in signing acquired subject specific knowledge through her training.
As the school has grown and become viewed as a desirable work place by members of
the Deaf community, the selection processes for staff have become more rigorous.
Applicants are now expected to have strong Auslan skills as well as an understanding of
bilingual-bicultural education. While these expectations have been put in place for
hearing staff, there are no similar requirements for English proficiency for Deaf staff. At
issue here is the fact that some highly suitable and desirable Deaf staff could be
excluded if English proficiency requirements were to be put in place. While such a
measure would be desirable to provide excellent role models in English and Auslan,
such a measure would also compound discriminatory practices that have operated in the
past to exclude Deaf people from positions in Deaf Education. While some Deaf staff
may not have high level English skills, in every other respect they serve as excellent
role models for students.
Kuntze ( 1992) argues that schools should have a clear position on the level of signing
skills required by staff. He stresses that the administration should invest heavily in
upgrading existing skills. This high premium on skills should also apply to teacher
training programs that are preparing prospective teachers. The establishment of a
Working Party on Auslan skills within the Institute for Deaf and Blind Children has
seen a proactive move towards the adoption of such standards within the school and the
Institute' s other sign bilingual program the Roberta Reid Centre.

School communication policy
School policy expects signed communication in all contexts where a Deaf person is
present, whether they are staff, student or parent and whether it is in the classroom, in
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conversations or in meetings. The school communication policy as one example of a
major school policy was negotiated early in the school's development and has been
debated and refined over time to embrace the practices described in Chapter Seven
which are implemented in the school on a daily basis.
Indeed, the evidence from staff, students and visitors suggests that the school
environment has been seen as intimidating to less able signers. It would be accurate to
say that Deaf staff and students find themselves in a strong signing environment. This
strong signing environment in tum has led to a level of confidence in students where
they expect everyone to be able to communicate with them skilfully.
In the early years of the program it was decided not to use an interpreter at staff
meetings. This was because all staff had reached a point where they felt that their
signing was adequate to communicate and understand the content of the meetings. Some
hearing staff have commented on the unfailing patience of some of the Deaf staff with
their signing attempts. What has been important is their willingness to communicate in
sign.
Young, Ackerman and Kyle (2000) report that Deaf people feel valued and respected in
the workplace when hearing people sign with them. Young et al. Show that signing in
the work-place gave Deaf people a feeling of confidence and that when the signing
environment broke down Deaf staff experienced anxiety and isolation which then
impacted on their perception of their professional identity. The importance of all staff
signing has the impact of creating an expectation that everyone should be able to
communicate in Auslan. It is staff as well as students that create the school community.
There is an expectation that every child should be able to communicate with every staff
member on a one-to-one basis. This means that every Deaf child or Deaf staff member
can be a communication equal. It also reverses the power relationship that has existed in
the past in many schools for the deaf where the students were unequal communication
partners as they did not have the same access to the first language of the teachers.
The policy of signing in every situation within the school has been significant for
building team work and a sense of trust and inclusion between Deaf and hearing staff. It
also enables personal and social relationships to develop between staff. The incidental
chit-chat that takes place in the staff room and in passing around the school is integral to
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any workplace environment. For this to be able to take place in sign means all Deaf staff
are included.

Auslan in the home environment
The literature suggests that early exposure to sign gives an initial and lasting advantage
to the Deaf student (Allen 1994; Bockmiller 1981 ; Davies 1991; Erting 1981; Hadadian
et al. 1997; Johnson 1989; Quigley 1984; Stewart 1993, 1989, 1982, 1981; Stakoe 1975;
Woodward & Allen 1987). This is ~videnced by the advantage that Deaf children from
Deaf families exhibit.
On the evidence from this study, the need for a student to be exposed to a strong native
sign environment in the home was not being realised for most of the students in the
program. Also for many students the home signing environment is unlikely to improve
although it is the intention of the school to take steps to improve the situation. Unlike
Sweden where parents are provided with free sign language classes (Svartholm 1993)
there is no equivalent support for parents of Deaf children in Australia. The result is that
a sign-rich environment in the home to complement the communication in the school is
not a reality for many Deaf children in sign bilingual programs.
The first cohort of children to join the bilingual-bicultural program at Thomas Pattison
School all had Deaf parents. This meant that the home communication environment
mirrored the school communication environment. In the first few years of the program
the very specific nature of the program meant that most new enrolments came from
similar backgrounds. However, in successive years new students and new parents
tended to be characterised by hearing parents who sought a placement at the school after
having an unsatisfactory experience in another educational setting. Another significant
group seeking entry into the school were parents seeking a high school placement.
Typically these parents had poor signing skills as their children came from Oral or
Signed English programs and their focus was on English language skills rather than
effective communication. There is now a situation in the school where for most students
the language and culture of the home are not the same as the language and culture of the
school. An additional challenge for the school is that English is not the first language of
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many of the parents. In some cases Auslan is the only shared language between the
child, parent and school.

In the day-to-day program, the school has had limited success with involving parents
and encouraging them to improve the level of their signing. The reality is that many
students return to homes where the communication may meet their everyday needs but
there is no communication at a higher level to discuss with them issues relating to their
deafness and identity or events in the family and its world. The school has a position of
trust with many of the parents. They believe that the school is doing a good, even an
excellent, job on their child's education. However, this also brings a certain distance
from the parents. Other factors contributing include geographical distance from the
school of many families. The school is not a local school for most of the families with
many students travelling over forty kilometres to the school, with times ranging from
one to two hours each way.

Auslan in the primary school curriculum
Students are exposed to Auslan in the classroom as the language of instruction and
communication. Deaf teachers aides act as language models and teachers consciously
make comparisons between Auslan and English. There is no formal, external,
government-sanctioned, primary school Auslan curriculum that indicates the language
levels students should be attaining at various grade levels for the teachers to follow.
One of the major challenges for the school is the development of Auslan resources at
the junior school level. A considerable amount of funding has been devoted to
developing such resources. There are few resources that enable the study of Auslan as a
language. This is clearly an uncharted area of research that is only in its infancy. A
children's Auslan CD, which is based on the existing Auslan dictionary, was launched
in 2002; but resources of any kind are scarce. Typically, within the school, teachers
develop or make their own resources to meet their teaching needs.
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Auslan as a language other than English (LOTE) in the secondary
school
In the high school, students study Auslan as a LOTE. A course for this has been
developed by the school and approved by the New South Wales Board of Studies. This
was partially to fulfill the requirements of the School's registration and also to provide
students with the opportunity to study Auslan as a subject and receive recognition for
this. Aspects of the language as well as Deaf culture are included. While there are some
models for these courses, usually from adult education sources, the teachers at Thomas
Pattison have, in the main, been responsible for the writing and resourcing of the Auslan
LOTE courses. Assessment has also been school-based as the Board of Studies in New
South Wales has not developed an Auslan course let alone any means of assessment of
such a course at the high school level.
The new test developed by Johnston 'in house' called the Pilot Auslan Receptive Sign
Test (PARST Johnston 2000), is based on a British Sign Language (BSL) test and has
been trialed only with students from Thomas Pattison School. The test has not been
validated or normed on a larger sample of Deaf students. The fact that this test was only
developed in the year 2000 gives an indication of the infancy of this field of research
and emphasizes the experimental nature of the program. It should also be noted that
resources for the courses taught in the school are non-existent in a commercial sense
and the day-to-day lesson preparation and presentations rely on the creativeness and
inventiveness of the teachers.

Assessments in Auslan and English
It has been pointed out by Nover and Andrews (1998), while Deaf students are often
taught in a native sign language, they are assessed in English. In Britain (Pickersgill,
1997) and Australia there are some allowances by educational authorities for BSL or
Auslan to be present as part of assessment tasks. However, at this stage the use of
Auslan is very restrictive and applies only to the giving of instructions in public
examinations.
Assessment of Deaf students has always presented challenges, as most standardised
tests are tests of the ability of a student to read, write and interpret the English language.
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In the Australian context these issues are compounded when tests from the United
States are used as culturally specific language and cultural references further
disadvantage students, for example, terms like "gas" are used when locally we would
say petrol or "mail" is used when we would say post.
While specific tests in the English language exist to test many aspects of reading and
syntax, most are fraught with problems when the Deaf population is to be assessed.
Despite reservations, the school has adopted the Woodcock Test of Reading Mastery,
which will be administered each year to students. The Snijders-Oomen Test (SON-R
5112 -17) is a non-verbal intelligence test normed on Deaf students. This test has been

administered to all students prior to admission to the program in recent times and also to
students who have been in the program for some time.
Only in 2000 did a pilot Auslan test become available and this is only in the area of
receptive sign and with a limited range of linguistic items being tested. As yet no
comparisons with English scores are available to discover whether there is a relationship
between ability in Auslan and ability in English. Any such comparisons should be made
only with significant qualifications as the Auslan test has not been normed, neither has
its reliability been established.
Comparisons between the Woodcock Reading Mastery test and the P ARST indicated a
small correlation between reading skills and Auslan skills. However, the correlation was
very small and the student sample also so small that no conclusions may be drawn from
this. Testing of the students again on the P ARST after an 18-month period still did not
establish a relationship between ability in Auslan and ability in English as the second
language. At the time of writing a small number of the upper primary school children
have been re-tested using the Woodcock test. Results showed a significant improvement
of up to two years in some areas, specifically reading comprehension. This was an early
indication that the intensive reading program was having an effect.
The school will also be assessing students using the Stanford Achievement Test (9th
edition), as this is an instrument in common use with Deaf populations. This is expected
to provide some information to make some comparisons with other populations of Deaf
students. Testing with this instrument had not commenced at the time of writing this
thesis.
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While the school continues to discuss the best approaches to bridging the gap between a
signed language and a written spoken language, the disparity between the students'
ability in Auslan and English is clear. Although there was some evidence from the Basic
Skills Test that students were improving their scores, it still could not be said that their
literacy levels were approaching those of their same age hearing peers. Contributing to
the students' inability to access the regular curriculum was the lack of early exposure to
Auslan, or for that matter to any first language, for many of these students.
It would appear that there was some evidence from the recently developed Pilot Auslan

receptive signing ability test (PARST), developed by Johnston (2000), that students
coming to sign early or coming from Deaf families gain an advantage in receptive sign
ability over those who are non-native or enter the program later. This supports the
findings of other research of the early advantage of exposure to sign. However, the
relationship between this and the acquisition of English literacy skills within the school
appears to be less clear (Hadadian, Studnicky & Merbler 1997, Morford and Mayberry
2000; Pickersgill 1997; Singleton, Supalla, Litchfield and Schley 1998). Until now there
was no way of testing their entry level signing, even in the most rudimentary way. The
PARST was only designed to test receptive Auslan skills over a limited number of
Auslan structures. Deaf children from Deaf families within the school showed excellent
receptive Auslan skills in the Auslan test. The hearing CODA group and siblings also
performed well on the same test. It is expected that the continued development of the
Auslan assessment instrument over a period of time will assist the program in
developing strategies for also developing students' acquisition of English.
It was apparent from the early results of the Auslan Assessment tool that those students

who perform best in the assessment test were native users of Auslan whether Deaf or
hearing. The next best group were the students who had been in the program for the
longest period. If length of engagement with the school program results in better Auslan
skills, then this is an argument for early entry to the program and is not a surprising
outcome.
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Literacy Issues
Bilinoual-bicultural
education for Deaf children has been based on the premise that
0
delivery of a program in a native sign language would lead to the acquisition of a
second language, albeit in a written and read form as the spoken form was not
accessible to many Deaf students. However, it has been the experience at Thomas
Pattison that exposure to a first language combined with strategies to teach a second
language do not, of themselves, result in age-appropriate use of the second language in
Deaf children. As already discussed, the recent testing using the Auslan receptive test
has indicated that Deaf students who are late arrivals do not even after several years
acquire native-like fluency. There is also appears to be no consequent development of
their English literacy skills. A contributing factor appears to be the late entry of these
students to the program and lack of a signing environment in the home. The Star
Schools Project in the United States describes a similar population of late entry students
that appear similar in characteristics to students at Thomas Pattison School (Nover and
Andrews 2000).
As discussed in Chapter Eight, reading testing during the 1999 school year indicated
that many students were up to two years behind their age peers. This allows for the fact
that the reading test cannot give a precise age for Deaf students when certain
subsections of the test were not performed. Some students were reading at their age
levels. Some CODA children performed well in the Basic Skills test. This would appear
to show these children have not been disadvantaged by being in a program that uses
Auslan as the language of instruction. The hearing students whether CODAS or siblings
also performed well in the Auslan receptive test. In all cases the hearing children out
performed the non-native Deaf students in the school on the Auslan receptive test.
Ongoing concern with the literacy outcomes for Deaf students led to constant discussion
within the school. A major initiative from staff and supported by the executive of the
Institute has been to employ a literacy teacher to concentrate on the literacy problems
within the school. This has been described in detail in Chapter Eight.
The success of a whole school literacy program was largely dependent on the teachers'
ability and willingness to implement such a program. There was a consensus among
staff that such an approach is needed. The success of such an approach depended on the
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ability of individual teachers over a period of time to interpret and implement the
collective wisdom that was discussed, negotiated and produced in a policy document.
This document then became a resource for teachers, particularly new staff who joined
the program. Instead of absorbing by "osmosis" the accepted approaches to reading
using the Auslan/English method within the school, they were able to access
documented descriptions of the agreed approach. The program will also continue to be
informed by research and best practice in the area. This achieves one element that has
been lacking in the program and it appears also in other bilingual programs, i.e., a
description of how the bilingual approach to literacy is implemented across grades. One
role for the literacy teacher was to see that new teachers and indeed continuing staff
understand and implement the approaches that have been agreed and negotiated. The
nature of the program is such that there will be ongoing evaluation of the approach used
in keeping with best practice as seen in the literature and through the day to day
evolution of the school program.

The importance of English as L2
English is the language of the wider community in Australia and is the language that the
Deaf students must function in to be included in the life and work of that community. It
has always been a tenet of the school's bilingual program that the development of
English as the second language is central to the literacy program. The focus of the
school's literacy program has been to support the first language of the students with

a.

view to the development of the wider community language of English as a second
language. It was expected and planned that over a period of time and especially as
students progressed through the grades that a greater proportion of English would be
accessed and used by students. However, an examination of teachers' practices at the
school suggests that teachers use Auslan for a greater proportion of the school day
across all subject areas and for all grades. This is not to say that the school's bilingual
program is a transitional program as the school philosophy supports ongoing access by
students to curriculum content in their first language. Rather, it was thought that as
students progressed through the grades their greater development of English skills
would be reflected by more English usage in the classroom. The evidence for the latter
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is not there. The classroom practices of teachers appear to be contradicting this
assumption.
A similar situation has been described in the Star Schools Project (Nover and Andrews,
2000) where teachers found that deliberate planning and structuring of lessons was
required to introduce more English into the classroom setting. Thomas Pattison also
took a similar deliberate focus on more English activities in the classroom. This
included daily quizzes of students on the notes provided by the school captioner, chat
sessions on connected laptop computers to encourage production of real conversational
(but written) English and more reference to and use of English text to encourage
reading.

Bilingualism as a goal
In the context of the school and the Deaf community, it is difficult to separate

discussion about bilingualism from biculturalism, as there are many points of contact. It
is an aim of the school to have bilingualism achieved by all students. The level of
fluency in each language is expected to differ but all students are expected to have a
level of fluency in both languages. In addition to Auslan the school expects that students
will attain a level of English that will enable them to function in a variety of settings in
the wider community. Generally,it is expected this will be written communication, as
speech for communication is not an attainable goal for many of the students.
In Chapter Two and later in this chapter the categories of Deaf person described by

Holcomb ( 1997) are discussed. The school is confident that its students will be among
those described by Holcomb as able to take their place in both hearing society and the
Deaf community to a level that enables them to be in control of their lives and making
choices to satisfy their needs. However, this may be difficult to achieve for some
students for a range of reasons.
In the context of bilingualism in the school the interplay between Auslan and English is
an ongoing source of discussion among staff. It has been stated previously that English
is the L2. While the school is centred on Auslan, the community context is English.
Staff members agree the school has a strong signing environment and students have
easy access to communication but staff have concerns that there is less emphasis on the
English language, particularly in the read and written form. This is the only form of
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access for many of the students to the language of the wider community. A challenge
for the school is how a strong signing culture will translate into enabling students to
participate in the wider society in terms of written and even spoken English. There are
academic expectations within the program and also from observers and critics of the
bilingual approach that the school will produce outcomes comparable to the hearing
community.
Reported earlier as one aspect of the school's literacy program, teacher use of Auslan
and English was surveyed. It was reported that teachers used a far higher percentage of
Auslan compared to English and that trend continued even in High School.
One significant issue that may be extrapolated from the survey results is that at present
Thomas Pattison School is offering a "maintenance" bilingual program as opposed to a
"transitional" program. The former seeks to develop levels of competency in both
languages simultaneously throughout schooling. The latter seeks to develop a student's
independence in the target language, in this case written English, once students have a
well-developed knowledge of Auslan.
The current trend of language use at Thomas Pattison School clearly indicates the
school's bias towards the maintenance model of bilingualism. If student exposure to
English is not increasing significantly across the grades than the quality of the bilingual
experience they are having is under question as an aim of the program is to improve
literacy outcomes.
The level of language usage can prompt questions concerning the roles affixed to the
two languages within the school. If Auslan is predominantly being used as the language
of instruction and discussion, is it also the language used for assessment? If this is not
the case what links are made between the teaching and the assessing? If a student has
had information presented to them in one language but is being assessed in another, they
must be able to make the links between the two languages. Some students are able to do
this independently from an early age, while for the majority it is a skill that needs to be
explicitly taught. A child may be able to identify the correct signs for an assessment
item, but when presented with an English translation of the same task may have grave
difficulties. This will affect their assessment results. This was demonstrated in the Star
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Schools project, where teachers taught in ASL but assessed in English; and, as a result,
student actual knowledge was not being assessed (Nover and Andrews, 1998).
Links between the two languages need to be established early. On this basis students at
Thomas Pattison are taught explicit grammatical structures of both languages from their
earliest involvement within the school. In focusing on the written component of English
the school has introduced a number of measures to increase exposure of students to
print. These have included captioned video versions of novels and plays, more English
material being presented on overhead projector, chat sessions on linked laptop
computers and real-time captions in the classroom. These measures have been put in
place to encourage exposure to English and to make deliberate comparisons between
English and Auslan to stimulate metalinguistic knowledge of both languages.
One significant goal for the educational program at The Thomas Pattison School is to
produce students who are functionally bilingual and bicultural and have facility in
Auslan and English and can move comfortably between Deaf and hearing communities.
The degree of attainment of such a goal will differ from student to student and will be
influenced by a variety of factors. These factors will include such variables as family
background (Deaf or hearing), family communication, age of entry into the bilingualbicultural program and the student's ability.
Other issues relating to the attainment of bilingualism revolve around interpretations of
bilingualism in the school environment and how this is attained. Some staff would take
the view that bilingualism is attained by having representation of Deaf viewpoints
across the curriculum; and, wherever possible, the input of Deaf people is sought both
as language and positive Deaf role models. Hearing staff have pointed to situations
where the classroom may become 'monocultural' if there are two Deaf staff involved in
the delivery of the educational program in any particular classroom. Hearing staff who
have come to the program and have had experience teaching in other educational
systems have warned of the danger of the school lowering expectations of student
outcomes and becoming "just another Deaf School." This has been said in the context of
Deaf staff referring back to "the good old days" of the residential Deaf schools that they
may have attended. Deaf staff usually refer to the good times had when large numbers
of Deaf children were together in residential schools. Hearing staff remind them that
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they were dissatisfied with the education they received in these schools and that we are
not trying to emulate these schools.

Quality of bilingual experience
At another level staff have recently begun to seriously question the quality of the
bilingual experience students are having. Many students themselves have poor Auslan
skills because the family environment does not support signing. This is not to say
parents are against signing. It means that the actual practice in the home does not
provide a sign-rich environment for the child. The school's speech therapist has
commented that one area in which student communication is lacking is the area of
conversational skills. Students with poor Auslan skills are mixing with other students
with poor Auslan skills so that the level of skill does not grow. Auslan in the classroom
is very teacher directed so that conversational type exchanges are infrequent. Both the
speech therapist and audiologist have commented on the need to create situations where
students can be exposed to adult models of Auslan.
While there are competent Auslan users both Deaf and hearing in the school, students
are rarely in a situation where conversations take place with these adult users. This
observation challenges the notion that students are in a sign rich environment, because
at home many clearly are not. Residential schools can achieve this because of the
diversity of ages of students and adult role models amongst the residential staff. It has
been stated previous} y that at Thomas Pattison most children return home to an
environment that does not provide this. Neither does the home provide a positive
climate of support for Deaf culture in most cases. In Chapter Eight numerous examples
were given of parents' differing capacities to learn Auslan and communicate with their
Deaf child. While there are numerous obstacles to creating a strong home signing
environment, the school and the Institute need to take this into account by providing
more flexible opportunities to meet the specific needs of families.

Children of Deaf Adults (CODAs)
It is significant that the Thomas Pattison model differs in a number of ways to other

models. One difference has been the inclusion of CODA children in the program at all
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stages. This policy is now under review and it appears that there will be CODAs in the
early years of schooling only in the future. In the early stages of the bilingual program
Deaf parents requested their inclusion in the program. Some of these students have
progressed through the bilingual program and have been present even at high school
level. An evaluation of the needs of these students and the program as a whole has led to
the development of new guidelines relating to the presence of CODA students. It
appears that their numbers in the program in the future will be fewer. Stricter criteria
will apply to their entry into the program. The result of the new policy is that parents
have elected to move their hearing children rapidly to other school placements. There
are now only two CODA children in the school and it appears that their presence will be
eliminated in the near future.
One impact of fewer CODA children will be the altered dynamics within the school.
Staff members are ambivalent about the effect of this. They have commented on the
effect of one CODA leaving the high school. While there were good reasons for this
student to move on to a regular school, the impact on a small class has been significant.
The CODA student brought a wealth of world knowledge to discussion lessons. This
knowledge could be shared with the Deaf students as the CODA was also a native
signer and could express herself competently in both Auslan and English.
As there are no other sign bilingual programs with a significant number of hearing
students it is difficult to make comparison as to their effect on language practices and
preferences of Deaf students as well as class teachers. The Claremont Project in
Tasmania mentioned previously in Chapter Five, is an avowed bilingual program for
Deaf students within a local school. Deaf students are taught alongside hearing students
in a team teaching environment. A teacher of the Deaf and a regular teacher teach the
class. Interpreters are also used. On occasion the teacher of the Deaf may act as an
interpreter. There are also instances where a teacher who is Deaf will take a combined
hearing and Deaf class. In these instances it is assumed that the hearing students have
enough signing skills to cope with the content being presented. This happens in the
primary school section but not to my knowledge in the high school.
Staff members claim that lessons can be delivered in Auslan to a class of mixed Deaf
and hearing students without need for interpretation into speech for hearing students.
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Staff members at the Claremont project claim hearing students have reached a level of
fluency in Auslan that allows free communication between Deaf and hearing students. If
this is the case, then a bilingual environment in a mainstream setting is a viable option.
It is not known what protocols are in place at Claremont in relation to signed
communication in the presence of Deaf students.
In Britain there have been recent attempts at teaching BSL to hearing children

(Robinson, 1997). This was initiated with the purpose of investigating whether it was
viable to teach cohorts of hearing children to sign with a view to creating bilingual
environments in mainstream settings. The general conclusions of the British research
were that it was viable to teach sign language to hearing children and one effect of this
would be the creation of a cohort of students that would be able to communicate with
Deaf children. This option appears worth further investigation as the popularity of
integration means that many Deaf students will be educated in mainstream settings. For
a bilingual situation to exist or be created, there needs to be a community of language
users as a single Deaf student in a mainstream class does not constitute a bilingualbicultural situation. Cohorts of hearing children taught a native sign language from an
early age may well provide an additional valuable resource base for the establishment of
bilingual-bicultural settings.

Biculturalism
In the first part of this thesis I emphasised the prevalence and influence that a
pathological view of deafness has had on the education of deaf people. The discourse of
presenting deafness as disability has led to practices that have variously been described
as paternalistic, ethnocentric and audist so that educational practices in the past have
been shaped without any reference to the way culture and language influence the life
and experiences of deaf people. It has been demonstrated in the literature that a
discourse that has a medico-pathological base also embodies particular practices and
approaches that are at odds with a recognition of the experience of Deaf people as a
cultural-linguistic minority.
The disability construct of deafness m education and indeed the wider society is
pervasive. Commitment to age old practices in Deaf education in the face of new and
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largely untested and unsupported theory remains a substantial barrier to the acceptance
of another paradigm of deafness. In Chapter Two, I described how Deaf individuals are
positioning themselves in a new discursive field by identifying themselves as a
community whose mode of communication is signing. This position is affirming of
Deaf people as a cultural linguistic community rather than being marginalised as
pathological individuals.
Thomas Pattison School has firmly made a commitment to affirming biculturalism
within the school. This is recognised in the school program by a number of initiatives
such as Auslan being the language of instruction. In addition there is an emphasis on
Deaf Studies. Within the context of Deaf Studies in the primary school and LOTE in the
High School positive images of deafness are portrayed.

Deaf Studies
Deaf Studies is taught throughout the primary school by a Deaf teacher aide. Teachers
assist in the planning of the scope and sequence of what is taught. A curriculum
developed by Griffith University is followed to some extent but this package is
incomplete with many resources referred to but the reality is that they don't exist. Staff
members have developed many resources in this area themselves but this is an ongoing
cause of concern. The time to plan and develop these resources is often a topic of
discussion at meetings, as there are competing curriculum demands, many of which are
coinpulsory for staff. The issue of Deaf Studies cannot be considered in isolation from
the study of Auslan. In the High School context, the curriculum is more developed as
this has been a requirement of the school's registration. However, in the primary school
the general lack of an Auslan assessment instrument and the only rudimentary
understanding we have of the language as well as teachers lack of confidence means
that both are areas for staff training as well as curriculum development.
It appears that other school programs struggle with attitudes that devalue Deaf culture.
Nover and Andrews (2000) describe how some administrators giving tours of a school
for the deaf will frequently prefer to take visitors to a class of hard of hearing students
who speak well. Persistence of Signed English systems indicate the entrenched idea that
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signing in English word order will help students become proficient users of English.
This again prefers an artificial language to the language of the Deaf community.
Within the context of the Thomas Pattison School, however, Deaf students and staff
experience a strong sense of Deaf culture and community. With four Deaf teachers and
six Deaf teachers aides, students are in daily contact with adult Deaf role models. In
addition all staff sign to a high degree of fluency. An interpreter on staff further ensures
that communication protocols developed in the school can be observed. Communication
is balanced in favour of Deaf staff and students. There are few other organisations in
Australia with the level of Deaf staff that are found at Thomas Pattison School. At
Thomas Pattison the hearing visitor to the school is likely to be the disadvantaged
person in terms of communication unless the interpreter is specifically assigned to that
person or that person already has sophisticated signing skills.
Students who have been long-term enrolees at the school have always had the benefit of
ease of communication. As a result students approach adults confidently with the
expectation that communication will be easily facilitated. Instances of this can be seen
on open days when students confidently conduct visitors around the school. One of the
Thomas Pattison teachers provided an example of the ability of students to change their
approach to communication depending on the person's deafness or hearing condition.
Most students here follow a real sort of Deaf cultural tradition and when
they're with hearing people, they behave quite differently. For example,
Jim, when he's communicating here, signs very strongly. When he's
communicating with a hearing person, he slows down, he gives lip
patterns, and he never does that with Deaf people here. He signs with
mouth shut, very quickly, very strongly. With hearing people, he really
enunciates the lip patterns, so it's quite a different mode of
communication. So he's adapting his behaviour -

you can see that

(Interview: Thomas Pattison, teacher, 1999)
Students have learned to knock on the doors of hearing staff and to flash the lights at the
door for those staff and students who are Deaf. Students are confident to approach the
Principal and other adults. Visitors to the school remark on the ease with which students
conduct themselves with their communication. While students are demonstrating this
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confidence within the context of the school a challenge for the program is to translate
this confidence into other settings. For instance the students do not demonstrate this
same confidence in the integrated school. From this perspective the very positive nature
of the school environment may have worked against student's confidence outside the
security of school. Students have expressed reluctance in going to the mainstream
school for integrated lessons. Other factors impact on this reluctance, such as the travel
to the other school and the lack of meaningful relationships with students at the other
school due to the inability of both groups to bridge the communication barrier.
Staff members have expressed the concern that students have become too insular. Staff
commented on students' lack of world knowledge and experiences outside the school
and their small cohort of Deaf friends, and on the students' lack of motivation, sense of
competition and desire to excel. Some of these issues could be addressed to some extent
by more contact with mainstream. In 2001, a relationship with a closer school was
investigated to provide easier access and more meaningful experiences for the Deaf
students. The new school is located within walking distance and many of the students
attending that school already travel on the same buses as the Deaf students. Optimum
conditions for the integration of Deaf students into a local hearing school still present
Thomas Pattison with an ongoing challenge both in terms of finding the best setting for
students and motivating students to want to belong to another school community other
than their own.
In Chapter Two reference was made to the seven categories of Deaf person described by
Holcomb (1997). The balanced bilingual person is described as the Deaf person who
moves comfortably between both cultures and shows no preference for either. In my
experience such a person is rare and it is unlikely that the school will produce many
individuals that realise this state of equilibrium. However, if most students attained the
second level described by Holcomb which places the Deaf person as identifying
primarily with the Deaf Community but also has excellent rapport with hearing contacts
such as neighbours and co-workers the school would have come a long way toward
achieving its desired purpose. There are a significant proportion of students that could
be described in these terms but also a strong group that could be described by
Holcomb's term as culturally separate. Some of these students are from Deaf families
but others are from families where the communication at home is poor. These students
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have in a sense already chosen to identify fully with Deaf culture and the Deaf
community and it is within this culture that they will primarily have all their social
contact and experiences. As a result some families contact with their Deaf child will
diminish over time. Holcomb has described the experience of a Deaf person becoming
bicultural as an often painful journey. This type of experience has been seen in the
students at the school where over time they become alienated form their hearing
families. This is because their families have not learned to communicate with them and
they replace them with Deaf people who become the most significant people in their
lives. Some families will "lose" their Deaf child to the Deaf Community while other
families will gain another community by being accepted into the Deaf Community.
These differing scenarios may be seen as success or failure depending on the viewpoint
of the observer. Ultimately some hearing families may feel alienated from their Deaf
child and feel that this child has been lost to the Deaf Community. From another
perspective the Deaf Community may regard this child as having "come home."
According to Holcomb, only the first three categories he describes, the balanced
bilingual, deaf dominant bicultural, and hearing dominant bicultural (see Chapter Two)

enable the Deaf person to take control of aspects of his/her life such as mode of
communication, type of language used and quality and quantity of contact with deaf and
hearing persons. While Holcomb's categories of bilingual Deaf people described are not
universally accepted or embraced from the perspective of staff at the school they do
describe the types of individuals that the school would like to be instrumental in
producing. Individuals who can take their place in hearing society and the Deaf
community to a level that enables them to be in control of their lives and make choices
that satisfy their needs.
A decade ago Kuntze (1992) described the goal of biculturalism as achieving a
satisfactory interface with the hearing world. According to Kuntze, the stronger the
Deaf person in terms of their cultural identity, the more satisfactory this interface would
be. Kuntze saw the hearing children of Deaf parents as an important first contact with
Deaf children as communication could be unrestricted and free-flowing. The term
biculturalism to Kuntze also implies that hearing people who want to achieve a
satisfactory interface with Deaf people acquire signing skills as well as an
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understanding of a Deaf perspective. Successful hearing biculturals are those who
communicate well with Deaf people and work harmoniously with Deaf values.
Padden ( 1994) argues that the term "bicultural" describes a set of tensions between two
cultures rather than embracing two cultures. She claims that the great interest in
languages and culture displayed by Deaf people is because they find themselves with
uncertain boundaries. This has occurred because of the changes associated with Deaf
schools and Deaf clubs, both of which attract fewer attendees than they did in the past.
According to Padden, new groups of Deaf professionals are finding new ways of
representing themselves and this is constituted in calls for cultural ways of living and a
demand for bicultural schools as well as workplaces.
From the perspective of individuals who move comfortably between both Deaf and
hearing cultures, the school has still to achieve this among its student body. While there
are staff who move comfortably between both cultures, there are other staff whose
orientation is primarily, some might even say exclusively, within the Deaf community
given that their work place as well as their socialisation is mainly with other Deaf
people.

Diverse student characteristics
As this study progressed it became increasingly clear that this was to be an incredibly
complex and multi-layered task. Many of the assumptions about the population of the
students in the school were challenged. As the program has evolved it has become clear
that a number of issues particular to the school impact on the kind of bilingual bicultural experience the students are having. A major issue that has emerged relates to
the diverse nature of the student body within the school. This has raised considerable
challenges for which satisfactory solutions are still evolving.
At the outset of the program the students presented as a more homogeneous group. All
students had Deaf parents and came from strong signing backgrounds. Within a few
years the demographics of the school had changed rapidly to the point where most
students had hearing parents and many of these parents did not sign fluently or at all.
Some decisions to accept students were based on the perceived need to make the school
viable in terms of numbers to give the school a critical mass. In retrospect the
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acceptance of late entry students may have compromised some of the principles on
which the school was attempting to base its educational approach. However, without
these students sufficient numbers may never have been attained to create a viable
school. These issues continue to challenge the school as students seek entry to the
program from a variety of settings in which they may have already failed. Ethical issues
of equity of access to education present themselves with these students. On the other
hand, their admission challenges other aspects of the schools philosophy, including
competing claims of the rights of other students to the strongest possible signing
environment.
The complexity can be seen in that almost fifty percent of the students at the school
come from non-English speaking backgrounds. Another twenty-five percent of the
students joined the program at or over eleven years of age. Many of the students
experiencing learning difficulties and late exposure to Auslan are among the school's
older students. This picture is not dissimilar to some of the schools in the Star Schools
Project (Nover and Andrews, 2000) where a significant number of students are
described as 'semi-lingual' or having no real established first language whether spoken
or signed. Similar students at Thomas Pattison are described by a number of background
characteristics that include failure in another program, usually Total Communication or
oral, poor signing input at home and additional learning difficulties. Many of the
students coming to the school do not have a native competence in any first language.
Therefore, to build the student's second language by using their first language is not
possible as they have not developed the background knowledge and metalinguistic skills
in the Ll to be able to transfer them to the L2. With this in view it may be that some
students joining the program late may never acquire the Auslan skills necessary to
enable them to access English in the written and read form. There is some evidence
within the school that even after several years, students who join the program late still
lag behind others in their Auslan skills.
As there are few other options for students like these, this presents the school with a
significant ethical issue as to who to include and who to exclude and on what basis these
decisions are made. Already, students have been refused entry by the Institute's
Assessment Committee, because the late entry combined with other factors may limit
the degree to which the program will be able to assist them.
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Accessing an undiluted curriculum
Access to the regular curriculum has been a principle promoted by a number of
supporters of bilingual education for the Deaf. This has been emphasised to draw
attention to the often low expectations of educators arising from their belief that
deafness is a condition to be remediated and hence modified curricula are the logical
conclusion to this viewpoint. While it has been the aim of the school to follow the
regular curriculum and give students access to an undiluted curriculum this is not
always possible. A contributing factor is late entry students who come to the program
not only with poor literacy but other issues that impact on their ability to access a
regular curriculum.
In attempting to access mainstream curricula, measures like real-time captioning

(described in Chapter Eight) have been introduced in high school and upper primary
classes to give greater exposure to English. While captioning is effective in representing
English, it appears not to have great appeal to students who seem to be more
comfortable watching the teacher's Auslan. This is understandable given that Auslan is
the students' preferred language. Teachers are careful and vigilant about comparing and
contrasting both languages to give students opportunity to develop metalinguistic skills
in approaching both languages. Although there is some evidence from Basic Skills tests
that students are improving their scores it still could not be said that their literacy levels
are approaching those of their same age hearing peers.
The difficulties Deaf students face, when placed in integrated classes, has been
discussed in Chapter Eight. Their lack of world knowledge means that they often bring
only the most literal understandings to texts that imply other levels of meaning. For
students to be accessing material that is undiluted presupposes that they have the
background concepts and world knowledge to make sense of this material. While they
may be capable of understanding these concepts presented to them in Auslan their first
language, this does not compensate for information gaps and poor world knowledge.
The integrated class operates on the assumption of background knowledge that students
must have. The pressure of the content of the curriculum does not allow the luxury of
revisiting the concepts and background repeatedly until the Deaf students have mastered
them. Teachers from Thomas Pattison are then faced with the need to "plug the gaps"
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and once again this becomes a curriculum and a time issue. To partially address this the
school has adopted an extended day to give teachers and students the opportunity to
cover work from the integrated class that may not have been understood. The extended
day is not popular with students nor teachers, as students compare themselves to their
siblings who finish school earlier. Some parents have also expressed negative opinions
of the extended school day. Some parents were concerned that their children arrived
home too late to interact with neighbourhood children and that they were expected to do
homework as soon as they arrived home. Some families have opted to leave the school
for programs nearer home due to the travel involved in reaching the school and the issue
of the extended school day.
The Star Schools Project (Nover and Andrews, 2000) describe similar groups of
students, claiming that for these students following the public school curriculum at an
age appropriate level is more difficult. Among these students lack of social experiences
and world knowledge means that students are often missing the foundation of concepts
that are required in a particular curriculum area. As a consequence teachers find
themselves often having to build the background knowledge in topics before any new
teaching can proceed. Within the school there now exist a sizeable group of students for
whom access to the regular curriculum is not appropriate as these students have many
other special needs impacting on their learning.

Ongoing Issues
It can be seen that the bilingual-bicultural program at Thomas Pattison continues to be
dynamic and evolving as the staff and school community discuss and revisit the issues
that continue to present themselves as challenges to the methodology and philosophy
behind the program. A question that remains a high priority both in the school and the
wider observing educational community is "Where will a Deaf bilingual-bicultural
program lead Deaf children?"
There has been a strongly believed assumption by supporters of bilingual programs that
equal academic outcomes are possible if all other variables are equal. However,
attaining a situation where the families of all students sign fluently and provide a sign
rich environment in the home is proving elusive. Having in place all the criteria
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described in the literature and policy documents from the outset of a program has also
presented an enormous challenge. It has been demonstrated at Thomas Pattison that
wherever possible the best levels of support and expertise are provided both in the area
of personnel and technology. At this point students are showing continued and steady
progress in their acquisition of literacy and the school is documenting this. However,
while there are individual students who demonstrate literacy skills that are within the
range for their age hearing peers, the majority of students are still not achieving literacy
at levels equal to their hearing peers. The variables continue to be the students and their
different educational backgrounds as well as their families' communication skills and
their level of understanding of, and commitment to a bilingual program.
Other issues that impact on the school include the small numbers of students in any
single grade cohort. This situation has been exacerbated by the reduction of CODA and
siblings within the school. In some grades there may only be one student. This has
significant impact for these students socially as well as academically. A single student
cannot be taught as a class and must be attached to a group of students in either a
younger or older grade level. The result is that the teacher's time and focus will be to
the bigger group despite the student having an individual program. The alternative of
integration of a single student is resource and cost intensive and removes the student
from an environment that is culturally supportive to one that is culturally isolating.
These issues will remain as long as bilingual programs in New South Wales continue to
be only in . the province of the independent education sector. If there were State
government support for bilingual programs, there would be the potential to embrace
larger numbers of students, who in turn could bring the resource levels and support
needed to provide larger scale programs to meet the needs of these students.

Positioning of the Study
This study, while describing characteristics from bilingual programs across the world
has been limited to the examination of the practices of one school. The school is an
example of a segregated setting, although students in high school do attend a
mainstream school for parts of the week. Other bilingual programs within Australia
have been described in an earlier chapter but they have not been examined as part of the
study nor have comparisons been made because their models differ and do not include
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CODA students. I have selected the participants in the study for the informed
contribution they could make to the bilingual debate. This may mean that opinions
reflected in the study may be biased in favour of bilingual education for Deaf students.
As Principal of the school, I am clearly situated in the study and have grappled with the
challenge of distancing myself from the issues. Participants have all been aware of my
role. Some participants were interviewed by other interviewers, to allow for the effect
that speaking with the Principal may have on their responses. I am also aware that as a
hearing researcher I am outside the Deaf Community. However, my direct involvement
in and advocacy of the bilingual-bicultural program at the Thomas Pattison School may
also be regarded as having positioned me with a bias toward finding favourable
outcomes for such a program. Additionally the final form of this work being an
academic piece of writing produced for other academics does not present in a form that
is readily accessible to the Deaf population described within the study. I have already
referred to my position in the school and the research in the methodology (Chapter
Three). I was in a position to influence and implement outcomes of the study, which
placed me in a position of privilege. As a consequence I did not attempted to write
myself out of the text but recognize that there are specific social and cultural positions
that have shaped my thinking.
Case studies have been presented as useful in the preliminary stages of investigation
(Flyvbjerg, 2001) but having little to contribute to scientific development. Case studies
have also ben criticised as maintainign a bias towards verification of the researchers
preconceived notions (Diamont, cited in Flyvbjerg, 2001). In the case of the Thomas
Pattison School as the study progressed it became clear that support for the
implementation

of sign

bilingual

programs

was

neither

straightforward

or

uncomplicated. The opposite in fact was true. It became apparent that the issues in sign
bilingualism were complex and multi-faceted. These discoveries came about from the
prolonged engagement with one school, which may never have emerged if the study had
focussed on a large number of programs.
Due to the focus of this thesis on characteristics of bilingual programs, there may be an
under-representation of viewpoints that represent the more traditional Oral or Total
Communication approaches in Deaf Education. The views expressed by advocates of
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oral programs represent a majority viewpoint in Deaf Education. These views are
readily accessible in the literature. I also acknowledge that generalisations to other
programs can only be made where these programs are seeking to establish a specifically
sign bilingual program.
One significant group of stakeholders in the study who were not interviewed are the
students. When the study commenced students were in the earliest years of elementary
school and were not able to make comparisons on the kind of education they were
exposed to as opposed to other kinds of education foe the deaf because of their age.
Since the formal data collection period of the study concluded there are now senior
students who have joined a government high school to complete Grades 11 and 12, the
final years of schooling in New South Wales. After a period of six months the program
has been highly successful. Students have commented that they feel that they "belong"
in their new school whereas previous experience in integration into a mainstream school
had very limited success. This has been described extensively in Chapter Eight. The
difference is that the students are located int regular classes full time rather than
attending for part of a school week. In comparing their mainstream experience with
Thomas Pattison School, the students said that they were grateful for the positive and
affirming atmosphere at the school that had enabled them to become secure in
themselves as Deaf people. They felt that Thomas Pattison had been an important and
esssentail aspect of their education. However they expressed a desire to re-visit their old
school to tell stduents about the expectations that would be placed on them in the senior
high school
Issues that need to be considered by other programs in establishing or providing sign
bilingual programs relate to issues such as the target student population, teacher skills in
Auslan, parental signing skills and support from the home to -create a sign environment
and whether to include hearing CODAs and siblings. Adequate resourcing and training
of personnel, as well as the development of curriculum materials are other areas of need
to be addressed by emerging sign bilingual programs.
Issues remaining for the program at Thomas Pattison to address include:
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•

Provision of early exposure to Auslan for families including siblings along the lines
of the Norweigian model so that children enter the school program with an
established first language at an age appropriate level.

•

A curriculum in Auslan that provides age appropriate and sequential learning of the
language.

•

Entry level criteria for skills in Auslan among students and staff to create and
preserve the integrity of the signing environment.

•

Earlier opportunities for meaningful inclusion in mainstream programs.

At a systems level there is a need for better preparation of teachers of the Deaf and
interprters to work in sign bilingual settings. Teacher and interpreter preparation in
Norway and Sweden are more extensive in duration and have exposure to greater
amounts of content in deafness and Deaf culture as well as opportunities to acquire sign
language skills than teacher preparation courses in Australia.
While the early expectations that the sign bilingual program at Thomas Pattison would
result in outcomes for Deaf children that were equvalent to hearing children have not
been realised there have been many positive outcomes for the students. It has been
stated previously in this thesis that a significant number of the students in the program
came to the school as failures from other programs and for a multiplicity of reasons
their educational progress had been disadvantaged. A number of parents saw the school
as the saviour of their child and had expectations that could never be met given the
significant educational delays already experienced.
In their day to day learning students At Thomas Pattison are not faced with barriers to

communication that existed for so many Deaf people in the past and still do for many
Deaf students who are isolated as the sole Deaf person in a school. Students at Thomas
Pattison have a strong sense of their identity as Deaf people as it is nurtured in an
environment that supports Deaf culture. There is also a strong sense among the teachers
that the education students are receivng is superior to the settings in which they
previously taught. Students who have come through the bilingual program from the
preschool and have had exposure to Auslan in their homes have shown significant
educational gains, but tese numbers of students have been in the minority. The school
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by its presence has been a source of challenge and debate in Deaf education In New
South Wales. Educators have been compelled to question established practices and
pedagogy and to consider alternatives. Parents have been given the option of an
additional choice in the education of their Deaf child and the Deaf community has felt
that its voice has been heard and its input valued. These are not insignificant miliestones
in an education system that has been predominantly orally focussed for over two
decades.

Recommendations from this Study
This study has demonstrated that bilingual educational programs for Deaf students can
challenge existing paradigms of deaf education. Bilingual programs have presented the
view that Deaf children learn best in a setting where a natural sign language is used as
the language of instruction. These programs are still few in number and those that can
be considered exemplars in their area of practice are fewer still. At the beginning of this
study the State Education Department in New South Wales did not recognise or operate
a sign bilingual program although two settings have been identified for sign bilingual
programs to commence in 2003. While there are bilingual programs for the Deaf in
other states, they tend to be experimental and emergent, with the exception of the
Claremont Project in the state of Tasmania, which has been in place in an integrated
setting for approximately ten years in a state co-educational school.
Generalisations from this study are difficult to make because of the small and unique set
of circumstances and group of students represented in the school. By the end of the
study the school population had changed. Within the school, Deaf native signers
comprised the smallest group followed by the hearing siblings, the CODAs (only in
Kindergarten to Grade 2) and then the non-native Deaf who form the greater part of the
school population. There are insufficient numbers within any of these groups to state
definitively that bilingual education enhances or disadvantages the educational
outcomes of the group. To do this would require that a much larger population of
students be included in a study. There is no comparative program that matches the same
set of conditions anywhere in New South Wales or Australia. The majority of Deaf
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students are still educated within the state government schools but at present the state
system does not offer a bilingual alternative in Deaf Education. If the state system
offered a bilingual alternative that was taken up by significant numbers of students
some of the approaches trialed at Thomas Pattison and the Auslan assessment
instrument developed by the Institute could be tested on a larger population. Trends
emerging at Thomas Pattison could then be confirmed or questioned in that larger
population.
If any educational authority were to embrace such an approach, the guidelines offered

by the many bilingual programs across the world could serve as a starting point. The
difficulties of realising all the criteria that have been experienced at Thomas Pattison
could in some measure be addressed by establishing at the outset measures to ensure
that the more critical elements are in place before the commencement of such a
program.
A model that appears worthy of further investigation is the inclusion/co-enrollment
model described by Baker (2000) and by Stinson and Antia (1999) and also by Kirchner
(2000). Under this model of inclusion/co-enrollment emphasis is on the "membership"
of the Deaf student in the class rather than "visitorship" (Stinson, Antia and Gaustad,
2000). A weakness of the integration program at Thomas Pattison has been the fact 'that
Deaf students have not spent significant time at the mainstream school to be considered
part of the school, to form genuine friendships and for the school to take real
"ownership" of the Deaf students.
Within the segregated setting at Thomas Pattison students experience security but the
small school environment cannot implement many teaching situations such as whole
class discussions, enacting of plays where there are multiple roles and group work and
brainstorming activities, to give just a few examples. Allen (1998) and Kirchner (2000)
both support a multi-age classroom design and larger class sizes, claiming that this
offers increased opportunities for interaction with a multiplicity of peers and adults as
well as opportunities to cross cultural and linguistic boundaries. Increased class size,
according to Allen, gives more opportunity to develop effective programs incorporating
innovative teaching and is more representative of general education. While the goal of
such a program is to promote academic and social integration of Deaf students practical
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difficulties often remain that are communication related. These are only realistically
overcome if all individuals in the setting become fluent signers and the natural sign
language becomes an equal meaningful language. This has yet to be achieved in my
experience in the majority of settings that claim to be or are moving towards becoming
sign bilingual.
On the basis of this study, I would recommend that sign bilingual programs should be
established only after careful consideration of criteria for student entry, and assessment
of the staffing, resourcing and ongoing support needs of the program. Consideration
should be given by the state educational authority to establish, within a teacher training
program course of study, to prepare teachers of the deaf to work in sign bilingual
settings. This has been achieved to some extent by course streaming at the Institute's
Renwick College, that allows students to follow an essentially sign language
orientation. However, currently cadets from the New South Wales Department of
Education have not accessed the sign component of this course to any significant
degree. As a result the number of teachers in the state education system that have good
signing skills is few.
Qualifications in Auslan to an accredited level should be a requirement for any teacher
or staff member working in a sign bilingual program. Currently no teacher preparation
program requires advanced Auslan skills as a condition of entry or even graduation.
Acquiring Auslan skills still appears to happen independently of teacher training
programs and is at the motivation of individuals who seek out qualifications and
improved skills in this area.
A linguistically based assessment tool in Auslan is being developed, but needs to be
developed to the point where it will indicate age appropriate levels of Auslan skills and
additionally appropriate skill levels for teachers and teachers aides to be working with
primary or high school age students and in subject specific areas.
Sign bilingualism as a form of education for the Deaf is still experimental and emergent.
Many of the conditions expressed in the literature as essential to the conduct and
success of such a program can only be implemented in a limited way. There are great
difficulties in establishing an idealised program because training of personnel is still an
issue as are adequate instruments to evaluate the language levels of students whose first
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language is a native sign language. A number of inequities still operate in society
generally, so that the range of positions with status that Deaf people need to occupy to
promote this educational approach are limited. Training does not exist for Deaf people
who are skilled in their first language to work as language and cultural supports in
educational settings. Only in recent times have teacher training courses allowed teachers
to specialise in areas such as the study of sign languages and deafness awareness and
Deaf culture. It been suggested that all personnel working in sign bilingual
environments have a floor level of sign language skills (Pickersgill, 1997). With this in
view the Thomas Pattison School began to investigate and implement the availability of
tests of Auslan skill production. In due course there will be an expectation that all staff
have an agreed floor level of Auslan skills. In addition Auslan curricula are necessary
not only as a means of delivering subject content across the curriculum but also as a
subject of study. At present, these curricula within New South Wales are being
developed only by Thomas Pattison School. While these courses may have gained
Board of Studies approval they are currently not taught in any other school. Unless
these course are offered in other schools sign bilingualism will not develop in
mainstream settings.

In support of establishing sign bilingual programs in mainstream settings, Pickersgill
( 1997) has argued that the notion that sign bilingual education can only develop in a
school for the deaf is a mistaken one. She argues that the prevalence of mainstream
placements should allow for the establishment of sign bilingual programs m
mainstream, but that this needs groupings of students, as individual students m
mainstream schools do not constitute a cultural group.

Remaining challenges
Comparisons have been made between Deaf language learners in the context of a sign
and a spoken/written language and speakers of two spoken and written languages. Much
of the theory behind sign bilingualism borrows from theory relating to two
spoken/written languages. Cummins (1991) has demonstrated that there is a degree of
linguistic interdependence between two orthographically similar languages. The
connection is less strong where two orthographically dissimilar languages are the
languages involved, e.g., English and Mandarin.
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The preoccupation of sign bilingual programs with Cummins theory may be a red
herring in that programs like Thomas Pattison are beginning to describe themselves
from the perspective of ESL programs, where the first language is signed but has many
points of contact with English through aspects such as; the connection between
fingerspelling and lexical awareness and phonological awareness and the mouthing of
words in signing.
The challenge for sign bilingualism is to describe how the person becomes literate in
"sign." We understand how a person becomes literate in a written-spoken language as
an expanding knowledge of literacy tasks develops and the person understands how to
manipulate different language forms for different purposes. The ability to write is an
even more sophisticated task that requires the writer to have greater ability to analyse
the language system and manipulate it for a specific purpose. For example, creative
writing demands that the individual have a highly organised representation of the
linguistic system to be able to represent meaning. The writing of poetry could be seen as
a superlative example of this skill with the language. More sophisticated language skills
in English include such skills as hypothesising, evaluating, inferring, generalising,
predicting and classifying. How these skills can be taught in Auslan or another native
sign language when these languages do not have an academic register poses a challenge
to the educator as well as the sign language linguist.
How the user of a sign language acquires all these skills in their first language and
internalises them to the point where he/she can transfer these skills to a written /spoken
language is not well understood. How a person becomes "literate" in a sign language is
only just beginning to be understood. The assessment of sign abilities is only in its
infancy, let alone the ability to judge the level of competence of a user of a sign
language in some of the more sophisticated areas of sign genre, such as sign poetry.
Bialystok ( 1991) has described the characteristics of bilingual learners who are also
biliterate as having had the opportunity to experience and analyze two linguistic
systems, the result being that they have a more powerful and more analytic conception
of language in general. Deaf bilingual learners do not have the same advantage, as their
languages of sign in most cases are not yet described as a formal system. Based on the
description of Bialystok, not all bilingual learners are biliterate. It is possible that many
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Deaf children are not "literate" in a sign language. What constitutes literacy in terms of
a native sign language is yet to be fully described. Bialystok has described the ability to
read in a second language and switch languages when addressing different speakers as
an advanced metacognitive skill. Some Deaf students at Thomas Pattison have
demonstrated this ability in switching to more English-like signing with hearing people.
Some older students recently showed an ability to appreciate puns in English and come
up with their own version of a signed pun in Auslan. While still not producing age
equivalent written English, these students were able to appreciate and demonstrate some
of the higher order skills from their second language and give an example in Auslan,
their first language. Thus students were able to demonstrate complex metacognitive skill
in both languages.

The Thomas Pattison experience indicates that there is reason to continue to support a
bilingual framework that uses a strong first language (Auslan) to provide opportunities
for learning English as a second language for both social and academic purposes. The
experience of the school has revealed many challenges and unanswered questions
relating to optimal approaches for teaching first and second languages in a sign
bilingual environment. The experience of the school indicates that in the future, clear
and specific descriptions of students background variables, such as previous education,
family signing skills and other individual differences should be clearly documented. In
this way the outcomes for students with these varied backgrounds can be accounted for
and compared with students who have had longer or ongoing exposure to a sign
bilingual program. Whatever benefits accrue from early and prolonged exposure to a
signed first language can then be more clearly ascertained and described.
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